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A bs trac t
I in tend  to exam ine  the work o f f ive  p rac t i t ioners  who, in 
embrac ing  the  poss ib i l i t ies  aris ing from  a d isrup t ion  o f form, opera te  on 
the  cusp be tw een  the m odern  and the  postm odern . They genera te  w ork  
tha t must be understood, and can m ost use fu l ly  be expe rienced , as 
perform ative . The un ita ry  form  and anti fo rm  ob jec ts  of scu lp to r  R obert  
Morris are cons ide red  as d if fe r ing  ways of p ro jec t ing  ob jec thood , 
p rovok ing  the  beho lder to add ress  the to ta l s ituat ion  of the art w ork , 
inc lud ing th e ir  part ic ipa t ion , ra the r  than  the fo rm al p ropert ies  o f the  
object. A l lan  Kaprow 's  p rogress ion  from Assem b lage  th ro ug h  
Env ironm ents  to H appen ings  and beyond  is regarded  as an e v o lv in g  
process in w h ich  an an ta go n is t ic  a t t i tude  tow ard  the  l im ita t ions  o f fo rm  is 
tempered by the  em ergence  o f p e r fo rm a t ive  c ircum stances  tha t o b v ia te  
the  need to con t inua l ly  ch a l lenge  the role o f the object. The th ird sec t ion  
passes th rough  the com p lex  phenom enon  o f Joseph Beuys, iden t i fy ing  a 
practice  tha t is pe r fo rm ative , both because  and in sp ite  o f the tens ion  
between the concep tion  o f  art advo ca te d  by the a rt is t  and that w ith in  
which he opera tes . Pe r fo rm ance, in the in te rven t ions  o f Body A rt is t  C hr is  
Burden, is th a t  which s im u ltaneous ly  a llows for, being the ju s t i f ic a t io n  
fo r  his p resence  am idst th a t of a no the r  ind iv idua l,  and is, the d is rup t io n  
o f the norm a lis ing  te nd en cy  of form. Finally, the 'operas ' o f R obert  
W ilson  su gg es t  ways in w h ich  work tha t is over t ly  thea tr ica l in form  can  
avail i tse lf o f the  d is rup t ive  te nd en c ies  a ris ing  from  f ine  art 's  adop tion  o f  
a thea tr ica l sens ib il i ty . In conc lus ion , it is a rgued tha t the p e r fom a t ive  
work is ine v i tab ly  fo rm a lly  d ive rse  because  its fo rm  arises from  the  
encoun te r  be tw een  the b eho lde r  and the p rovoca t ions  o f the art is t ,  
ra ther than be ing  lodged w ith in  an im m utab le  object.
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A note on sources
Access to the m ate r ia l cons idered  in the  body of the work has 
been at vary ing  degrees o f remove. Though  a num ber of Robert Morris' 
works are no longer in ex is tence, those  tha t pers is t are regularly 
exh ib ited  Robert Morris g ran ted  me an in te rv iew  that, in con junct ion  
with the a rch ives held at the  Museum o f Modern Art and at the Leo 
Caste ll i  G a lle ry  in New York, formed the sta rt ing  point fo r  the first 
chap ter o f th is thes is .-A l lan  Kaprow 's  ex tens ive  w rit ings  a round his work, 
a long w ith  the num erous scores  and notes, both  pub lished and held in 
var ious  arch ives, enab led  an engagem ent w ith  p ract ices that are 
unasham ed ly  transient.
A s ign if ican t body o f  materia l concern ing  the various practices of 
Joseph Beuys, coup led w ith  seeing his ob jec t  w ork  in num erous galler ies 
in both Europe and Am erica , has contr ibu ted  to the a rgum ent advanced 
in chap te r  three, wh ils t  the  often p rovoca t ive  in te rven t ions  o f Chris 
Burden have  been accessed  a t the rem ove the art is t  in tended, f requently  
inv it ing  an engagem ent w ith  the point o f reception  as cons t i tu t ing  the 
work. Lastly, an u nde rs tand ing  of Robert W ilson 's  work was augmented  
by in te rv iew ing  the d irector, a ttend ing  two o f his more recent p roductions 
(D an ton 's  Death, Houston, 1992 and D oc to r F austus  L igh ts  the  L ights, 
Ed inburgh, 1993), access ing  the ex tens ive  a rch ive  of his scores, working 
notes and o ther m ater ia l at the Rare Book and M anuscr ip t Library, 
Co lumbia  Univers ity  and by referring to v ideo  record ings o f  the three 
productions  d iscussed in the  f ina l chapter.
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Introduction
The fo l low ing  remarks seek to ev ince an unders tand ing  o f  the 
term 'fo rm ', spec if ica l ly  as it is em ployed in the  contex t o f M od e rn is t  
cr it ic ism  to encapsu la te  an art p ractice. It will be a rgued that a dhe rence  
to form by 'm odern is t '  artis ts and c r it ics  as the s ite  of a rt is t ic  enqu iry  has 
p rom pted  certa in  p rac t i t ioners  to evo lve  ways o f work ing  that n e i th e r  
speak on ly  of, nor de f ine  them se lves  sole ly th rough  oppos it ion  to, the 
pa r t icu la r  charac te r is t ics  o f es tab l ished  d isc ip l ines. Instead, they se ek  to 
d isco ve r  ways o f w ork ing  not c ircum scribed  by p re-ex is t ing  no t ions  of 
w ha t cons t i tu tes  art. Regarded as opera ting  on the cusp be tw een  the 
modern and the pos tm odern , the w ork  of R obert Morris, A llan Kaprow , 
Joseph  Beuys, Chris  Burden and Robert W ilson  suggests  ways in w h ich  
the M odern is t parad igm , p red ica ted  on transgress ion  and a break w ith  
the past, might i tse lf  be transgressed  w i tho u t  the resu ltan t w o rk  
becom ing  a fu r the r  m an ifes ta t ion  o f  the Modern.
In evad ing the  es tab l ishm en t of a new o rthodoxy, these f iv e  
art is ts  genera te  w ork  that admits o f its con t ingency  upon the m om en t o f 
enco un te r  with the  beholder: as such, its nature  can ne ithe r  be 
adequa te ly  p red ic ted  nor re liably rep resen ted  Thus, the sh if t  add ressed  
in th is s tudy is conce rned  not with a redefin it ion  o f  what m ight co ns t i tu te  
the art object, but w ith  the recogn it ion  that th is  art ob jec t m ight not be 
synonym ous  with the  a rt work. As to what cons t i tu tes  the work, the  
artists addressed  in the fo l low ing chap te rs  set up d if fe r ing  c ircum s tances  
w hereby  th is may be d iscovered  In doing so, and in acknow ledg ing  the  
fu t i l i ty  o f pursuing the  goal of fo rm lessness, the f ive  art is ts  who are the  
sub ject o f  th is study suggest ways in which form  might be d is rup ted, an 
endeavou r,  it is a rgued, that is necessar i ly  pe rfo rm a tive
p ag e  1
Form
The M odern is t concep t ion  of fo rm  as it re la tes to the art ob ject is 
qu ite  d is t inc t from the less specific , more comm only held unders tand ing  
of the  term. In a gen e ra l  sense, form  is a cons t i tuen t e lem ent in the 
to ta l i ty  of an entity, e v id e n t  in the fo l low ing  defin it ions ; "1) the  shape 
and structure  of som eth ing  as d is t ingu ished  from its materia l..  2) the 
essen tia l nature  of a th ing  as d is t ingu ished  from the m atter  in w h ich  it is 
e m b o d ie d "1. It is a pp a ren t  tha t though the def in it ions  g iven  here diverge, 
favou r ing  optica l and on to log ica l  m eans of d isce rnm en t respective ly , 
they s ituate  them se lves  in oppos it ion  to tang ib le  qua lit ies, be they 
m ater ia l or matter. In an aes the t ic  sense, form, p rio r to its e levat ion  
under Modernism, w as regarded as that which was perce ivab le , 
"conce ived  in oppos it ion  to content, the in te l l ig ib le ."2 In an e f fo r t  to 
es tab l ish  a crit ica l pos i t ion  that m ight address the move away from 
Realism  in P o s t- Im press ion is t  and early  Cubis t pa int ing, the English 
c r it ic  C l ive  Bell issued a pe rem ptory  d ism issal of con ten t 's  cla im to be a 
de te rm in ing  fac to r  in w h a t  cons t i tu tes  the work of art:
You will notice th a t people  who cannot fee l pure  aes the t ic  
em otions  rem em ber p ic tures by the ir  sub jects ; w hereas 
people  who can, as o ften as not, have no idea what the 
sub jec t of a p ic tu re  is. They have neve r  noticed the 
rep resen ta t ive  e lem en t,  and so when they d iscuss  p ic tures 
they ta lk  about the  shapes of forms and the re la t ions and 
quan ti t ies  o f co lou rs  ..They are concerned only  with l ines 
and colours, the ir  re la t ions  and quantit ies and qua li t ies ,; but 
from  these they win an emotion more pro found and fa r  more 
sublime than any th a t  can be g iven  by the descr ip t ion  of 
fac ts  and ideas ..3
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R ather than acknow ledg ing  the images and  em otions that 
const i tu te  a life ou ts ide  of the p ic ture  frame, the painting, in Bell's 
unders tand ing , cons is ts  of
l ines and co lours , com b ined  in a pa rt icu la r  way, certa in  
fo rm s and re la t ions  of fo rm s [wh ich ] s tir  o u r  aesthet ic  
em otions. These  re la t ions and com b ina tions  o f  lines and 
co lours , these  aes the t ica l ly  m oving  forms, I ca ll 'S ign if ican t 
Form'; and 'S ign if ica n t  Form' is the one qua li ty  common to 
all w orks  of v isua l a rt .4
The e leva t ion  o f  form in v isua l art was re f lec ted  in the app roach  
of the Russ ian  Form alis ts  to l i te ra ture , who, accord ing  to Tzve tan  
Todorov, co nce ived  o f form as "the to ta li ty  o f the  work 's va r ious  
co m p on en ts "5. R a the r  than cons ide r  l i te ra tu re 's  m er it  to reside in its 
a l lus ions or na rra t ive , the Russian Form alis ts  so ugh t to address  the 
qua li t ies  w h ich  d is t ingu ished  it from other, non -l i te ra ry  forms. One o f the 
p rom inen t mem bers o f  the group, V ik to r  Shk lovsky , suggested  that 
l i te ra ture  "c rea tes  a 'v is ion ' of the ob jec t ins tead o f se rv ing  as a m eans 
of know ing  i t ” . 6 This notion that form in a rt m ight re fe r  only to i ts e l f  is 
re f lec ted  in the w rit ing  o f the pos t-w ar Am erican  cr it ic  Susanne Langer. 
She p ropounds  an a es th e t ic  that seeks to iden t ify  po in ts  of com m ona li ty  
in va r ious  d isc ip l ines ' pursu it  of form, even  as such in ten t ions  dem arca te  
more fu l ly  one  art p rac t ice  from another. In her F ee ling  and Form  (1953) 
Langer deve lops  e a r l ie r  remarks concern ing  s ign if icance  in m u s ic 7, 
dec lar ing  her  basic co nce p t  to be
the  a rt icu la te  bu t non -d iscu rs ive  form  having im port  w ithout 
co nve n t io na l re fe rence, and the re fo re  p resen ting  itse lf not 
as a symbol in the o rd ina ry  sense, but as a "s ign if ican t 
fo rm " in w h ich  the fac to r  o f s ign i f icance  is not 
d iscr im ina ted , bu t is fe lt as a qua li ty  ra ther than recogn ised 
as a fu n c t io n .8
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The avo idance  of 'conven t iona l re fe rence ’ is a consequence  of 
any appea ls  to the world  o f the beholder, be they  rep resen ta t iona l or 
actua l (such  as the ob jec t 's  d isp lacem ent in space), being subsumed by 
"the i l lus ion  enfo ld ing  the th ing, action, s ta tement, o r  f low  o f sound that 
cons t i tu tes  the w ork"9. Thus, pa in t ing  opera tes  in 'v ir tua l space', 
scu lp tu re  occup ies  a 'v ir tua l  k inetic  vo lum e ',  m usic c rea tes  an order of 
'v ir tua l t im e ' and so on, fo r  each o f  the va r ious  d isc ip l ines  Langer 
a c k n o w le d g e s .10 In th is sense, she dec lares, "all a r t  is abstract. Its very 
substance, qua li ty  w ithou t p ractica l s ign if icance, is an abstract ion  from 
mater ia l e x is te n c e " .11 The au tonom y o f such works ex ten ds  to the way in 
which the beho lde r  is a ffec ted  by them ; the "psycho log ica l  lure to long 
co n te m p la t io n "  located no t in a d ia logue  between ob jec t  and beholder 
but in "the  impact o f the whole, the  im m edia te  reve la t ion  of vital 
im p o r t" .12 A s  such, the w ork  is not a s t im ulus to the  beholder, fo r  to be 
so would  adm it  a degree o f dependency, but ra the r  both sets out the 
sensa tion  it w ishes to convey and co nve ys  th is sensation 
s im u ltaneous ly .  It "c la r i f ies  and o rgan ises  in tu it ion  i tse lf ” so that it 
" insp ires  a fee l ing  of deep in te l lec tua l sa t is fac t ion , though  it e lic its no 
consc ious  in te l lec tua l w o rk "13.
Langer 's  remarks, conce rned  to lay down fu nd am e n ta l  princ ip les 
equa lly  app l icab le  to art o f  the twe lf th  as of the tw e n t ie th  century, avoid 
p rescr ib ing  the  d irect ion tha t a con tem pora ry  art p ra c t ice  m ight or should 
take. Less re t icent in th is  regard is C lem ent G reenbe rg , the most 
in f luen tia l and  pervas ive  p roponen t o f  Modern ist c r i t ic ism , who, whils t 
being in accord  with Langer in re la t ion  to the cen tra l i ty  of form, w ishes 
to s ituate  it w ith in  a h is to r ica l frame His unde rs tand ing  o f the centra lity  
of fo rm  is p red ica ted  on the centra l M odern is t te ne ts  of transgress ion  
and a break w ith  the p a s t14. The point o f schism fo r  G reenberg  is to be 
found  in the  pa in t ings of Manet, "by v ir tue  of the fran kne ss  with which 
they dec la red  the su rfaces on which they were p a in te d "15. From this
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point, G reenberg  cons iders  the ta s k  of the pa in te r  to be an 
acknow ledgem ent, ra ther than an accep tance , o f the part icu la r  nature  of 
pa in t ing  by stressing those qua lit ies it shares  with no o the r  d isc ip line:
It qu ick ly  emerged that the u n ique  and p ro p e r  area of 
com petence  of each art co inc ided  with all tha t was unique 
to the  nature of its medium. The task of se lf-c r i t ic ism  
becam e to e lim inate  from the e f fe c ts  o f each art any and 
eve ry  e f fec t that m ight c o nce iva b ly  be borrow ed  from or 
by the  medium o f any o ther art. The reby  each art would be 
rendered  "pure" and in its "pu r i ty "  f ind  the gua ran tee  of its 
s tandards  of qua lity  as well as  o f its independence . 
"Pur ity " meant se lf -de f in it ion , and the en te rp r ise  of 
se lf -c r i t ic ism  in the arts became one  of se lf -de f in i t ion  with 
a vengeance . 16
G reenberg 's  se lf -de f in ing  qua li ty  m igh t be im posed  upon work as 
d is t inc t as that o f P iet Mondrian, the  l ines and rec tang les  o f whose 
pa in t ings  echo the enc los ing  frame, th e  negotia t ion  between p ictoria l 
s tructure  and the physical frame, sugges ted  by Ba rne tt  Newman and the 
eschew ing  o f p ic toria l depth fo r tha t o f  the p igm en t in the work of 
Jackson  Po llock (see plate 1). G reenbe rg 's  fo rm u la t ion  is most ev iden t 
in the w ork  of two o f his con tem pora r ies ,  Morris Lou is  and Kenneth  
Noland, w hose  style he termed 'P os t-P a in te r ly  A bs trac t ion '.  The exten t 
to which fo rm  and the to ta lity  of the art w ork  can be read  as ind iv is ib le  in 
the pa in t ings  of Louis and Noland is appa ren t in G reenberg 's  1960 
essay, "Lou is  and Noland" :
Lou is spil ls his paint on uns ized and unprimed co tton  duck 
canvas, leaving the p igm ent a lm os t eve ryw he re  thin 
enough, no m atter how many d i f fe ren t  ve i ls  o f it are 
superim posed, fo r  the eye to sense  the th readedness  and 
w ovenness  o f the fabr ic  undernea th .  But 'un de rn ea th ' is the 
w rong  word. The fabric, being soaked  in paint ra ther than
page 5
merely covered  by it, becom es pa in t in itself, co lo u r  in 
itself, l ike  dyed c loth; the th re ad e dn ess  and w ovenness  are 
in the c o lo u r .17
Louis ' Beta  Theta  18 (see  p late 2) is abstract, yet w ithou t 
ambigu ity , d is tanced  from  the in ten t iona l i ty  of the a rt is t  th rough a 
techn ique  o f p leat ing  the canvas  and a llow ing  paint to run its course 
th rough the channe ls  thus  c rea ted . Its uncom prom is ing  re l iance  on the 
opt ica lly  d isce rn ib le  qua li ty  of co lo u r  is co ns ide rab ly  more austere  than 
Langer's  o rgan ic  sense o f fo rm , " l iv ing  fo rm ", in which "s im ila r or 
cong ruen t e lem en ts  'repea t ' each  other, co lou rs  'ba lance ' each  o the r" .19 
Lacking re fe rence  to the world  beyond  the fram e, even ind irectly , such 
work den ies a point o f entry to the b e h o ld e r  who simply a ttends its 
perpe tua l m om en t o f imm anence.
In es tab l ish ing  fo rm  as the  so le d e te rm inan t of the  art work, 
G reenberg 's  cr it ica l pos it ion  w as  unab le  to embrace an emerg ing 
practice  w h ich  m an ifes ted  i tse lf  in e f fo r ts  to posit form as malleable, 
con t ingen t and  even d ispensab le .  This p rac t ice  marked a break with 
M odern ism  in its re luc tance  to b ring  fo rth  new  forms, which m ight then 
be sub ject to  the same essen t ia l is t  im pu lse  as was ev iden t in 
G reenberg 's  pu rsu it  o f  'purity '. Such a sh if t  is p redicated as much on 
a lter ing  the te rm s in which  the o b jec t  is found  as changes to what m ight 
const i tu te  the object. This is a ppa ren t in a cons ide ra t ion  o f the work of 
Jackson Po llock, cited both by G reenbe rg  as an exem pla r o f  M odern is t 
sens ib i l i ty20 and by va r ious  art is ts  as p re f igu r ing  a recons idera t ion  of the 
p lace o f the ob jec t  in the art w o rk .21
Jackson  P o l lock ’s “a c t io n -p a in t in g s ” , such  as L ave nd e r M is t22 were 
created by p lac ing  the canvas  on the f lo o r  and app ly ing pa in t  and o ther 
m ater ia ls  by d r ipp ing , sm earing and  th row ing  ra the r  than w ith  a brush, 
so that "the f lu ng  p igm ent fi l led the  w ho le  su rface  with its web, leaving
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no ’’holes" or f ig u re -g ro un d  c o n tras ts ” .23 A reading  of the work 
sym pa the t ic  to G re e n b e rg ’s posit ion  w ou ld  suggest that the  artist 
eschews p ictor ia l d ep th  in fa v o u r  of a real depth (though conta ined  
w ith in  the work and a t te s t ing  to its own rea l i ty  ra ther than one ou ts ide  it) 
a r is ing  from layer upon  layer of paint on the  surface. One contras t ing  
m eans o f a pp roach ing  Po llock 's  work is by a ttend ing  to its physical 
a ttr ibu tes  as ind ica t ive  of its sta tus as o b je c t  ra ther than a f f i rm ing  its 
form as that of a pa in t ing . In his study o f  Am erican  art theory , Stewart 
Bue t tne r  suggests  such  a reading  could  be a ttr ibu ted  to A l lan  Kaprow 
and C laes O ldenbu rg , looking toward  "an experim en ta l con tinuum  
inco rpo ra t ing  both o b je c t  and v ie w e r. . .d isso lv in g  the barr ie rs  that had 
p rev ious ly  sepa ra ted  th e  tw o " .24 C lose inspec t ion  o f a Po llock  canvas 
revea ls  surface  inc iden ts ,  not only r idges  and troughs o f random ly 
app lied  paint, but o th e r  detr i tus  that a ccum u la ted  on the s tud io  f loor 
where  the canvas  w as pa in ted . The tac t i l i ty  and tex tu re  of the canvas  is 
of a d if fe ren t  p e rcep tu a l  o rder to the op t ica l  qua li t ies  it exh ib i ts  from a 
v iew ing  posit ion  s u f f ic ie n t ly  d is tan t to take  in the who le  of the work. At 
once, the poss ib i l i ty  em e rg es  tha t the b eh o lde r 's  o r ien ta t ion  m igh t have 
a bearing  on the n a tu re  o f the work. In p lace  o f an opt im um , fronta l 
v iew ing  posit ion , se v e ra l  poss ib i l i t ies  p resen t them se lves  to the 
beholder, whose a c t ion s  have a bearing on how the ob jec t is regarded
The p ro found  e f fe c t  o f cons ide r ing  the  beho lder 's  re la t ionsh ip  to 
the ob jec t w ith in  the c o n te x t  of the art w ork  p rom pted  the cr it ic  M ichael 
Fried to issue a v e h e m e n t  de fence  of the M odern is t  posit ion . His seminal 
essay, A rt and  O b je c th o o d  (1967 )25, a t tacks  the works and w r i t ings  of 
two p roponents  o f M in im a l Art, Robert M orris  and Donald Judd, fo r 
'thea tr ica l is ing ' th is  re la t ionsh ip .  Fried d e fe n d s  the scu lp tu re  o f An thony 
Caro (see p late 3) a g a in s t  the ' l i te ra l is t '26 aes the t ic  he f inds in Minimal 
Art, suggesting  tha t C aro 's  work o pe ra te s  th rough  the in terna l
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cohes iveness o f ind iv idua l e lem ents  ra ther than the ir reduc ib le  p resence 
of the whole:
A charac te r is t ic  sculpture by Caro cons is ts , I want to say, in 
the mutual and naked ju x ta p o s itio n  of the  I-beams, g irders , 
cylinders, lengths of p ip ing, sheet metal, and grill th a t it 
comprises ra ther than in the com pound  ob jec t th a t they 
compose. The mutual in f lec t ion  o f one e lem en t by ano the r , 
ra ther than the  identity of each, is what is c ruc ia l . . .27
The dearth  o f  internal re la t ionsh ips  in Robert M orris ' S lab28 
(1962-68) (plate 4) marks a consc ious  dec is ion  by the a rt is t  to address 
"the s impler fo rm s that c reate  strong g es ta l t  s e n s a t io n s "29. The 
po lyhedrons that Morris employs ev ince  a ges ta l t  - "a fu nc t io na l un it with 
propert ies not de r ivab le  from the sum o f its p a r ts "30 - th a t  inv i tes  the 
beholder to look beyond the ob jec t in o rder to ascerta in  its identity . The 
implica tions of such a shift are succ inc t ly  stated by Robert Morris:
The better new work takes re la t ionsh ips ou t of the  work 
and makes them  a func t ion  o f space, l ight, and  the 
v iewer's  f ie ld  of vision. The ob ject is but one of the  te rm s 
in the new er aesthetic. It is in some w ay  more re f le x ive  
because o n e ’s awareness o f  onese lf  ex is t ing  in the same 
space as the work is s tronge r  than in p rev ious  work, w ith  
its many in terna l re la t ionsh ips. 31
Here, it is the importance accorded  to the  spec if ic  c ircum stances  
of the beho lder ’s encoun te r with the  ob ject and the underm in ing  o f the 
object 's status as the sole re fe ren t of the art w ork  that p rom pts  Fried to 
declare that ' l i te ra l is t ' work is thea tr ica l.  It is, he argues, the  experience  
o f "an object in  a s itu a tio n  - one that, v ir tua lly  by defin it ion , in c lu d e s  the  
beho lde r"37 Not on ly  does the w ork  exceed the spatia l laws tha t obta in 
w ith in  the limits of the object, sp il l ing  out to inc lude  the loca t ion  in which
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Plate 3. Anthony Caro. Early One Morning 1962. Painted aluminium and steel, 
114" x 244" x 131"
Plate 4 Robert Morris Slab (1962-68) Painted Wood, 11 5/8" x 95 3/4" x 95 
3/4"
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it is to be found, but the  inclusion of the beho lder s itua tes  the work in 
time. W here  the au tonom ous  ob jec t pers is ts  w ithout regard fo r the 
a tten t ions  of the beho lder, Fried charac te r ises  the ' l i te ra l is t '  ob ject as 
possess ing  a degree  of expectancy, sated only  by the appearance  of the 
beholder, which s ignals  the  com m encem ent o f the work:
l i tera lis t work  depends on the beholder, is incom ple te  
w ithou t him, it has been wait ing  for him. And once he is in 
the room the w ork  refuses, obst ina te ly , to let him a lone - 
which is to say, it re fuses to s top con fron t ing  him, 
d is tanc ing  him, iso la t ing  him. 33
This d if fe rs  from the  passage o f t ime before the Modern ist art 
work, Fried argues, because  "a t eve ry  m om en t the w ork its e lf  is w ho lly  
m an ifes t” 34 The b eho lde r  is held by w ha t Langer refers to as "the il lusion 
enfo ld ing  the th ing", such that duration is reconce ived  w ith in  the terms 
of the ob ject ra the r  than  being com parab le  to that expe rienced  in the 
world  o f the beholder. Th is  d is t inc tion  is even  more apparen t when 
app lied to what Langer te rm s the "occuren t" a r ts3*, such as music and 
theatre, that are necessar i ly  durationa l. Langer sugges ts  that they 
comm and time in a m anne r ana logous to the plastic arts ' command of 
space. As the realm of v i r tua l  time, music, in Langer's  fo rm u la t ion ,
spreads ou t t ime fo r  our d irect and com p le te  apprehens ion , 
by lett ing ou r  hearing  m onopolise  it - organise, fi l l , and 
shape it, all a lone. It creates an image o f time m easured  by 
the motion o f fo rm s that seem to g ive it substance, yet a 
substance that cons is ts  entire ly  o f sound, so it is 
trans ito r iness  itself. Music makes time audib le, and its form 
and continu ity  s e ns ib le .36
Similarly, the drama subsum es time w ith in  a v irtual fu tu re , such that, 
Langer argues, "it is only a present f i l led  with its own fu tu re  that is really
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d ram a tic "37. In both instances, form, ra th e r  than being d isrupted by t im e, 
o rders  it, g iv ing  it v is ib i l i ty  as a d isce rn ib le  tota lity.
W ithou t the  ob ject being able to  command the time in which it is 
regarded, the dura t ion  before  the o b je c t  is dete rm ined  by the beho lde r .  
Th is  change is not a part ia l s l ipp ag e  from the object 's  pos it ion  of 
autonom y, but an unequ ivoca l a cknow ledgem en t o f its con tingency upon  
the beholder. The  work as im m utab le  ob jec t in which res ides a s ta b le  
m ean ing  ind isso lub ly  linked to its p hys ica l  p ropert ies  is rep laced by  a 
concep t ion  o f the  work as a s i tua t ion  invo lv in g  object, beho lder and the  
c ircum stances  in which they meet. Though  the pre text fo r  such  an 
e ncoun te r  may frequen t ly  be no d i f fe re n t  from that causing the b e h o ld e r  
to bear w itness  to the se lf -su ff ic ien cy  o f  the m odern is t art ob ject, the  
m om en t o f enco un te r  with Fried 's  ' l i te ra l is t '  ob jec t is an e n g a g e m e n t 
a r is ing  from such c ircum stances ra th e r  than an acknow ledgem en t of 
the ir  un iversa li ty .  Through va r iou s  s trateg ies, the b eh o lde r 's  
e xpec ta t ions  of w ha t m ight cons t i tu te  th e  object, how, why, and w i th in  
w ha t c ircum stances  she m ight re la te  to it, are ca lled into question , or 
d is rup ted , dur ing the encoun te r  with th e  object. As a consequence, the  
beho lde r  is p rom pted  to reappra ise  the  terms by which she m ig h t  
acknow ledge  the object, no longe r  a th in g  held up fo r  contem pla t ion, bu t 
necess ita t ing  the active  invo lvem en t o f  the  beholder. If the work c a n n o t  
be con ta ined  w ith in  the object, then th is  activ ity  must be cons ide red  a 
cons t i tuen t e lement. The work, then, is not s imply perceived, be ing  an 
ex te rna l,  d iscre te  object, but is expe r ienced , as a s ituation, the na tu re  o f  
w h ich  expe rience  is to a g rea te r  or le sse r  ex ten t determ ined by the  
cho ices  of the beholder. Fried a ckno w le dg es  this quality , cons ide r ing  the  
m eeting  of ob jec t and beho lde r  to be ' thea tr ica l ' ,  the gallery serv ing as a 
stage for the p lay ing out o f the encoun te r.  This ' theatr ica l ' w ork  is 
v iew ed  by Fried in re lation to tha t w h ich  he be l ieves it opposes, n a m e ly  
a m odern is t sens ib i l i ty  which se g rega tes  the d if fe ren t arts Morris' w o rk
p a g e  12
is not deemed to be  thea tre  by Fried, fo r  if he were to assign it such a 
descr ip tion it wou ld  be unlike ly  to w arran t the a ttent ion  o f  him in his role 
as a crit ic  of f ine  art: instead, it "app roaches the cond it ion  of thea tre "38 
or could  be c o ns true d  as "a new genre o f thea tre ” 39. Vet ra ther than 
ascribe the term 'thea tre ' to work that s i tuates i tse lf between 
conventiona l fo rm s one  might more use fu l ly  re fe r to it as perfo rm ative , in 
order to stress the ac t ion  or p rocess tha t occurs  ra the r  than any frame 
which might s u bse qu en t ly  be imposed upon it.
The scu lp tu re  of Robert Morris, Allan Kaprow 's  various 
cha l lenges to p e rc e iv e d  l im ita t ions of form, Joseph  Beuys' social 
scu lpture, Chris B u rde n 's  ques t ion ing  o f the se lf in the  world and the 
'operas ' of Robert W i ls o n  are all in te rven t ions  conce rned  to stress that 
there is an ir re con c i la b le  d if fe rence  between the e ncoun te r  with the 
object and any a t te m p t to refer to the work beyond the limits of such an 
encounter. One m ig h t  d i f fe ren t ia te  the work of these  artists through 
recourse  to the c i rcum s tances  in which they occur (be it a gallery, a 
thea tre  or a 'found ' space), the trad it ion  from  which they  emerge (be it 
painting, scu lp tu re , thea tre  or perfo rm ance) or, re trospective ly , 
ex trapo la te  from  the  enco un te r  charac te r is t ics  that inv i te  consideration 
of the work in the te rm s  o f one d isc ip l ine  ra ther than another. However, 
because of the 'p e r fo rm a t iv e ' natu re  of these  works, they  are res is tant to 
schema that wou ld  seek  to p lace them w ith in  ex is t ing ca tegories. It is a 
d if fe rence  that Je an -F ran ço is  Lyotard  recogn ises  in h is concept of the 
event, a s ingu la r occu rre nce  tha t cannot be rep resen ted  w ithout loss of 
its defin ing  s ingu la r i ty :  "in sum, there  are events: som eth ing  happens 
which is not ta u to lo g ica l  w ith  w ha t has h ap pened"40. Though , fo r Lyotard, 
both the  'modern ' and  the 'pos tm odern ' are concerned to speak of that 
which resists rep resen ta t ion , and w hich  he re fe rs  to as 'the 
unpresentab le ' o r ' the  su b l im e '41, he argues it is the 'e ve n t '  that enables
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approach such an art icu la tion  unencum bered  by the l im ita t ions  o f  form. 
The modern, in Lyotard 's  unders tand ing , is th a t which
allows the  unp resen tab le  to  be put fo rward  only as the  
m iss ing contents; but the form , because  o f its recogn isab le  
cons is tency , continues to o f fe r  to the reader or v ie w e r  
m atter  fo r  so lace and p le asu re .42
The 'm iss ing  conten ts ' a re quite 'appa ren t ' in the w ork  o f the 
Post-Pa in te r ly  Abstrac t ion is ts , as is the adherence  to ch a rac te r is t ics  that 
inv ite  the beh o lde r  to cons ide r the  work in the  contex t of pa in t ing . The 
postm odern  artist, contras t ing ly , in Lyo ta rd ’s terms, is not co n te n t  to 
a llude to the unp resen tab le  but, in the modern
puts fo rw ard  the unp resen tab le  in p resen ta t ion  itself; th a t 
which den ies  i tse lf the so lace  of good forms, the consensus  
of a ta s te  which wou ld  make it poss ib le  to share co l lec t ive ly  
the nos ta lg ia  fo r the una tta inab le ;  tha t which searches fo r  
new p resen ta t ions , not in o rd e r  to en joy them  but in o rder  to 
impart a s tronger sense o f the  unp resen tab le  43
Lyota rd 's  p lacing o f such a c t iv i ty  “ in the  m odern ” is an im portan t 
e lem ent in the  work of the f ive  a r t is ts  cons ide red  here, who can be said 
to opera te  on the cusp between the modern  and the pos tm odern . In 
d isrup ting  fo rm , they are conce rned  less w ith  the  es tab l ishm en t o f  new, 
less p resc r ip t ive  forms, but with the  c rea t ion  o f a time and space  in 
which form m ay be sub jected  to in te rroga tion . Fried's d ec la ra t ion  that 
"the l i tera lis ts  have  largely avo ided  the issue o f  va lue or qua l i ty  at the 
same time th a t  they have shown cons ide rab le  uncerta in ty  as to w he th e r  
or not what they  are making is a r t "44 is pe jo ra t ive  w ith in  a m odern is t 
paradigm, yet s ignals  the em anc ipa t ion  from  p redeterm ined c r i te r ia  and 
ways o f w ork ing  that is im pera t ive  i f  the a rt is t  is to vo ice  co nce rn s  that 
are suppressed  by the adherence  to form
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In recogn is ing  the s ituation  that co n s t i tu te s  the art work, the artist 
cons iders  the co ns t i tuen t e lements  o f beho lde r ,  space, a rt is t and object 
materia l tha t th e y  m ight leg it im ate ly  e xp lo re  on a local and immediate  
basis w ithou t recourse  to externa l cr iter ia. Severed  from  an organ is ing 
p rinc ip le  tha t de te rm ines  the role of a r t is t ,  object, beho lde r  and the 
env ironm ent, an unders tand ing  of these  te rm s  arises from  engag ing  in, 
or p e rfo rm in g  th e  work ra ther than fu n c t io n in g  as the fram e w ith in  which 
the ob ject may ev ince  its autonomy. B ecause  these ro les are cu ltura lly  
and h is to r ica l ly  dete rm ined, it is not s u f f ic ie n t  that the a rt is t dec lare  that 
they have been  reconce ived ; such a d ec la ra t ion  wou ld  fail to cha l lenge 
the r ight of the  art is t to cla im authority , m ake  transpa ren t the medium 
she employs, and  reconfirm  the beholder as pass ive  consum er. Instead, 
the e lem ents  w ith in  the work are the p re te x t  fo r  the w ork  itself, which 
canno t be know n  at the t ime of its occu rre nce , a charac te r is t ic  that 
Lyotard  asc r ibes  to the postm odern  art is t a n d  writer, who
are w o rk in g  w ithout rules in o rder to fo rm u la te  the  rules of 
w hat w ill have  been done. Hence the  fa c t  that the  work and 
text h ave  the charac te rs  o f an e v e n t; hence also, they 
a lways com e  too late for the ir  au tho r ,  or, w ha t am oun ts  to 
the same th ing, the ir  being put in to  work, th e ir  rea lisa tion  
(m ise en oeuvre ) a lways begin too s o o n .45
In resp on se  to the need to evade th e  l im ita t ions  of form, various 
s trateg ies e m e rg ed  from the early 1960s onw ards  th a t underm ined  a 
f ixed  o r ien ta t ion  of the terms that c o ns t i tu te d  the art work. In his lucid 
exp l ica t ion  o f c r it ica l theories, M .H .Abram s suggests  that parad igm atic  
sh if ts  are a consequence  o f  the reo r ie n ta t ion  o f these  te rm s46. Where, 
accord ing  to Ab ram s, Romantic ism  e xe m p l i f ie s  an exp ress ive  theory  of 
art which p r iv i le g es  the fee l ings  and o p e ra t ion s  of the artist, Modernism 
can be seen as accord ing im portance to th e  ob ject (hence  Abram s ' term 
'ob jec t ive  th eo ry ')  to the de tr im ent of the o th e r  terms Abram s identif ies
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th e s e  terms as the 'un ive rse ' or that w h ich  obta ins beyond the  confines 
o f th e  work, the  artist, the aud ience  and the object. T he  various 
p ra c t ices  o f Robert Morris, A llan Kaprow, Joseph Beuys, Chris  Burden 
and  Robert W ilson  do not suggest a fu r th e r  rea lignm ent o f  the four 
e le m e n ts  but ra the r  seek to cha l lenge the  assum ptions  upon w hich  they 
rest.  A va r ie ty  o f  p ract ices since 1960 w ere  able to boast a con tinu ing  
fo rm a l  d ive rs ity  because, in part, they d isp layed  an am b iva lence  toward 
the  mutual e xc lus iv ity  o f the e lements  tha t consti tu ted  the art work  and, 
co nsequen t ly ,  the ir  use fu lness , g iven th a t  the work, being perfo rm ed, 
set o u t  to fo rge  re la t ionsh ips , not be cons tra ined  by them. In cons ide r ing  
the  p e r fo rm a t ive  work, va r ious  sites o f d is rup t ion  are iden t if ied , though a 
co nse qu en ce  o f address ing  work res is ta n t  to form is the d if f icu l ty  in 
a pp ly in g  usefu l d is t inc t ions  to isolate one practice  from another.
From w ith in  a m odern is t parad igm , Fried cons ide rs  th is 
'p e r fo rm a t iv e ' w ork  as ant i thet ica l to w ha t he cons iders  th e  p roper 
c o n ce rn s  of art. Yet Fried 's  evoca tion  o f 'theatre ' is d is t inc t from  that 
a p p l ie d  to the  d iscre te  d isc ip l ine  of the  same name p red ica ted  on the 
q u a l i t ie s  of a se lf -su ff ic ien t ob ject p laced  before  the beholder. The 
d i f fe re n c e  becom es inc reas ing ly  a ppa ren t as artists deve lop  ways of 
w o rk in g  that are charac te r ised  less by avo id ing  or c ircum ven t ing  the 
l im ita t ions  o f a pa r t icu la r  form, but, to uch ing  on practices th a t at t imes 
e x p l ic i t ly  dec la re  a re la t ionsh ip  to the perfo rm ing  arts, are no more 
b o u n d  to th e ir  l im ita t ions  than to those  of the p lastic  arts. The ir  
s t ra teg ie s  are d is rup t ive , and, fo r  th is d is rup t ion  to evade cons ide ra t ion  
as con ten t ,  m us t be e ffec ted  upon the ir  ve ry  form, putt ing  fo rw ard  the 
u np re sen ta b le  "in p resen ta t ion  i tse lf ” . Th is  requires a re jec t ion  of the 
re la t io n sh ips  th a t  cons t i tu te  the art work in favou r  o f a s ituat ion  that will 
a l lo w  these re la t ionsh ips  to be forged, to be perfo rm ed
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The performative work
W hils t  it is no t poss ib le  to ident ify  a s ing le  even t or m om ent that 
marked the em ergence  o f the p e r fo rm a t ive  work, a num ber o f practices 
came to p rom inence  a round 1960 tha t s igna l led  points of departu re  from 
the conception  of the  ob jec t as au tonom ous . The two most in f luentia l 
f igures  in p rovok ing  th is pa rad igm atic  sh if t  were the art is t  Marcel 
Ducham p and John Cage. Ducham p had p roduced  a body of work in the 
period 1911-192347 th a t  had p re f igu red  n o t ions  of chance, indeterm inacy 
and ob jec thood  c lea r ly  ev iden t in a m u lt i tude  of practices from  around 
1960 onwards. Perhaps the most cha l leng ing  o f  Duchamp's in te rven tions  
were  the Readym ades, u t i l i ta r ian  ob jec ts  th a t  the artist acqu ired  and 
p laced in the gallery space, such as a urinal (Fountain™ ) (p late 5) and a 
bott le  dry ing rack (B o ttle ra c k 49). His s ign a tu re  on F ounta in , under the 
pseudonym  R.Mutt, rea ff irm s  th a t  the b e h o ld e r  cons ide r the ob ject as 
art, even though  it is the only d isce rn ib le  in te rven t ion  by the artist. The 
R eadym ades  ques t ioned  severa l assum ptions  about the nature  of the art 
ob jec t  (and, necessari ly , the ro les of art is t and  beholder) not least the 
no t ions  o f un iqueness  and w ha t  Langer te rm s its "o therness" from 
rea l i ty50. Ducham p's  art works w ere  p lucked  from an obscurity  aris ing 
from  the ir  un rem arked-upon  fam il ia r i ty  and p laced  in a s ituation where 
they  m ight expect to be sub jec ted  to co ns ide rab le  attention. Rather than 
con tem p la te  the in te rna l re la t ions  o f the work, the beho lder is prompted 
to  question  why the ob jec t  is in the  space, how  she m ight react to it and 
by w ha t means she m ight ju d g e  its a e s th e t ic  merits. By p lac ing his 
R eadym ades  in the ga l le ry , Marcel Ducham p had cha l lenged  the belief 
tha t the a rt is t inves t a cons ide rab le  deg re e  of techn ica l ab il ity  and 
phys ica l exert ion  in to  the p roduc tion  o f the ob ject, "re la ting  notions of 
w orth  to a decis ion o f  the in te l lec t  and not to a fac il i ty  or c leve rness  of
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the hand"51. The pers is tence  of th e  R eadym ades as physical entit ies 
tends  to obscure  that w h ich  D ucham p seeks to va lo r ise , the orig inat ing  
idea , as he despa ir ing ly  observes ; "I th rew the bo tt le rack  and the urinal 
in to  the ir  faces  as a cha l lenge  and  now they adm ire  them fo r  the ir  
aes the t ic  beau ty "52.
A re -eva lua t ion  o f D ucham p 's  work began w ith  the pub lica tion of 
R obert M otherwell 's  in f luen tia l b ook  "The Dada Pa in te rs  and Poets", 
pub lished  in New York in 1951. Two years later, Ducham p was asked to 
ins ta ll the f irs t major exh ib it ion  o f Dada work in New York, which, in its 
d iv is ion  of the gallery space by p la s t ic  d iv iders  and the  record ings of 
Kurt Schw itters  reading his poem s th roughou t the exh ib it ion  looked 
tow ard  an env ironm enta l approach  to  space .53 A m o ng s t  the contr ibu to rs  
to M otherwell 's  book w as the A m erican  com pose r John Cage, who 
p rov ided  an essay on the  m usic o f  Eric Satie. Cage had studied
Plate 5 Marcel Duchamp Fountain 1917 Ready-made
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com pos it ion  in Europe and, subsequen tly , undertaken  instruction  in Zen 
Buddh ism  in the  la tter ha lf  of the  1940s. A t the time o f w rit ing  the essay 
on Satie , C age  had a lready worked fo r  over  a decade  w ith  the 
inn ova t ive  dance r  and ch o reo g rap h e r  Merce Cunn ingham , evo lv ing  
p ieces that had increas ing ly  ca lled upon chance techn iques  and 
inde term inacy . These qua li t ies  w ere  apparen t in a work perform ed at the 
sum m er school of B lack M ounta in  College, North C aro l ina  in 1952, 
subsequen t ly  re fe rred  to as U n t it le d  Event  (see fig .1). The  unc lass i f iab le  
nature  o f  the p iece is sugges ted  in H .Sohm 's ch rono logy , "H appen ing  
and F luxus" w h ich  refers to it as a "conce rted  action";
com b in ing : painting, dance, f i lms, s l ides, record ings , radios, 
poetry, p iano, lec tu re /w ith  aud ience  in the m idd le / a 
co l labo ra t ion  by john  cage, merce Cunningham, Charles 
o lsen, rober t rauschenberg , m .c .r ichards , dav id  tu d o r54
On the s trength  o f the w ork 's  reputa t ion, C age 's  subsequen t 
course on com pos ing  expe r im en ta l  music at New York 's  New Schoo l fo r 
Socia l R esearch  between 1958 and 1959 a ttrac ted  a num ber of a rt is ts , 
inc lud ing  A llan Kaprow, George  Brecht, Dick H iggins and Jackson Mac 
Low, w ho  wou ld  play a p rom inen t part in the expe r im en ta l  work o f  the 
1960s. The acqu is i t ive  na tu re  o f Cage 's  even t fo reshadow ed  the 
ga ther ing  of he te rogenuous  e lem en ts  in A ssem b lages  and in its use of 
pe r fo rm ers  and an implic it  sense o f the beho lde r  as pa rt ic ipan t,  enc losed  
w ith in  the  per fo rm ance  that pe rm eated  her space ra the r  than pos it ioned  
in f ron t o f it, looked toward  the  Happen ings  which emerged at the 
conc lus ion  of the  1950s.
The  f irs t work to dec la re  i tse lf  a Happening, A l lan  Kaprow 's  18 
H appen ings  in 6 Parts, ocurred  in O ctober 1959, u ti l is ing  the se rv ices  of 
artists such as Red Grooms and Dick H igg ins who w ou ld  la ter  p roduce  
the ir  own p ieces. The hybrid  qua l i ty  o f much of th is w ork  was ev id en t  in
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fig. 1 Seating arrangement for Untitled Event, Black Mountain College, 1952
events  re fe rred  to as New Music, Sound Theatre , aktions, m an ifes ta t ion  
co llec t ives  and de-co l l /ages. Though it is possib le  to iden t ify  w ork  
res is tant to easy c lass i f ica t ion  in the in te rven tions  of the  Japanese  
co llec t ives  the Guta i G roup  and H i-Red-Center, and in the p ieces 
produced by European art is ts  such as W o lf  Voste ll, Yves K lien, 
Jean-Jacques Lebel and P iero  Manzoni, rapid d issem ina t ion  of ideas 
and work ing m ethods was concen tra ted  in New York. In Ju ly  1962, the 
Judson Dance Theater, based in the Judson M em oria l Church, 
G reenw ich V il lage, gave  the  f irs t of num erous dance concerts , fea tu r ing  
the work of p rac t i t ioners  such  as Yvonne  Rainer, S teve Paxton, Robert 
Dunn and Deborah H ay55. The  venue became a focal po in t fo r  the w ork  
o f many in te rd isc ip l ina ry  a rt is ts , am ongst them Carolee S chneem ann  
and Robert Morris. The co l lec t ive  tit le  "F luxus" was em p loyed  fo r the f i rs t
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t ime in S ep tem be r  1962, its inde te rm ina te  nature  apparen t from  the 
ever-bu rgeon ing  num ber and d ive rs ity  o f  p rac t i t ioners  that took  part in 
its ac t iv i t ies56. T he  fo l low ing  year, a f lu rry  of exh ib i t ions  adva nc ing  a 
body of work su bse qu en t ly  re fe rred  to as M inimal Art was in i t ia ted  in 
January by a show ing  o f new  work at the  Green G a lle ry , New York57.
The e m e rgence  of these  d epar tu res  at the beg inn ing  o f  the 1960s 
enhanced  the c l im a te  o f e x pe r im en ta t io n  that w as fos te red  in the 
m id-to- la te  1950s. By the  mid 1960s, new w ays  of w ork ing  had 
appeared, inc lud ing  Body Art, C oncep tua l Art, P rocess A rt and 
Earthworks, th a t  were fo un de d  more on the im p l ica t ions  o f p rac t ices  
recently  d eve lo pe d  than the  more w e l l -e s ta b l ishe d  trad it ions  such  as 
paint ing and scu lp tu re  The  a tt i tudes toward  fo rm  cons ide red  below , 
co inc ide, by des ign , with the  subse qu en t  d iv is ion  o f the thesis, and  are 
in tended not o n ly  to iden t i fy  po in ts  of com m ona l i ty  that m ight 
characte r ise  the p e r fo rm a t ive  work, bu t also, to s itua te  the p rac t ices  of 
Morris, Kaprow, Beuys, Burden  and W ilson . The firs t two sec t ions  
address the ch an g ing  concep t ions  o f scu lp tu re  and paint ing respec t ive ly  
and the third co nce rn s  the e leva t ion  o f the  artist. Sections fou r  and f ive  
a rt icu la te  a t t i tu de s  aris ing from th em es  deve loped  in the ea r l ie r  
sections; the e s tab l ish m en t o f  se lf d is t in c t  from p resen ta t ion  of se lf  in 
section fou r and th e  im p los ion  o f form in section f ive .
I
The M in im a l is t  s tra tegy  of ca ll ing  a tten t ion  to the ob jec t qua  
ob ject can be seen  in the R eadym ades  o f the a rt is t  Marcel Ducham p 
Minimal Art s trove  to fo re g ro un d  the m ate r ia l cond it ion  or "o b jec thood"  
o f its objects, and  thereby e f fe c t  a conce rn  with ac t iv ity ,  pa r t icu la r ly  the 
in terrogation  o f th e  object. This was n o t  a return to the p re -M ode rn is t  
fo rm -con ten t po la r i ty ,  as the  means o f d isce rn ing  "ob jec thood" cou ld  no
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longer occur w ith in  the fram e of the art object. By invest ing  the internal 
re la t ions o f Ducham p's  Readymades with s ign if icance, though they 
arose from  func t iona l des ign  rather than a rt is t ic  intent, the beholder 
m ight avo id  cons ide ra t ion  o f the ir  objecthood. S im ilarly , m onochrom atic  
paint ing, w he ther  R auschenberg 's  White Pa in t ing  of 1951 58, Yves 
K le in 's un ifo rm  app lica t ion  of his own hue, In te rnat iona l Kle in Blue, to a 
num ber o f canvases  in the  early 1960s59, Ad R e inhard t 's  a l l-ove r  b lack 
pa in t ings  from 1960 or Frank Ste lla 's  Black Pa in t ings  shown at the 
Museum of Modern Art in 195960, m ight be cons ide red  as au tonom ous 
works tha t were in possess ion  of a stable  meaning. C lem ent Greenberg, 
in his essay, "R ecen tness  of Sculpture", ra the r  than enterta in  the 
poss ib i l i ty  of the beho lde r 's  shadow moving across the  surface of 
R auschenberg 's  white  canvas  as a const iuen t e lem en t o f  the work that 
was not conta ined w ith in  the object, suggests that, fa r  from  marking a 
radica l departu re , the pa in t ing  was easy to "get".
In d iscuss ing  the lim ited v isua l inc ident in Lou is 's  Beta The ta , 
G reenberg  argues tha t a t tem pts  to re late the w ork  to the world  in which 
it is s ituated  are frus tra ted  by its abs trac t quality, whils t any ev idence of 
the a rt is t 's  techn ica l ab i l i ty  cannot be ex trapo la ted  from the painting but 
is an in tegra l part of its nature. Express ive  content, accord ing to 
Greenberg , is rep laced by express ive  form such that "exac t  choices of 
colour, medium, size, shape, p roport ion" are ev idence  o f the  hand of the 
artist, who " i f  he uses his skill, it is to suppress the ev idence  of it"61. In 
uti l is ing the third d im ens ion , M in imalist scu lp ture , re fe rred  to various ly  
as Primary S tructu res and Specif ic  O b jects  am ongst o the r  terms, more 
c lose ly  a ligns i tse lf with the physical world  than ev inc ing  the abstract, 
having to rely on ex te rna l c ircum stances for its de f in it ion . By presenting 
an ob jec t that seems to deny any  ev idence  of the  a rt is t ’ s in tervention , 
the Min imal a rt is t d isp lays  no sense of imposing  the  cond it ion  of 
scu lp tu re  ove r  its s truc tu re  Shape and colour, though  unavo idab le , are
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rendered  unp repossess ing  th rough the  art is ts ' adherence  to s imple 
geom e tr ic  fo rm s. These might be em p loyed  singly, as w ith  Robert 
Morris ' rec ta ng u la r  Slab  (1962-68), or in mult ip les, as in the ins tance of 
Donald  Judd 's  Untit led  62(1969) c o n s is t in g  of ten steel and p lex ig lass  
boxes m ounted  on the wall in a vert ica l l ine . The 'neu tra l i ty ' o f  the ob ject 
was fu r the r  s trengthened  by e i th e r  paint ing the  surfaces 
m onoch rom atica l ly  or e lse a llowing the natura l hue o f the m ater ia l to 
de te rm ine  the co lou r  o f the object, as in the  chessboard  appea ra nce  of 
Carl Andre 's  f lo o r  p iece S tee l-M agnes ium  P la in63 (1969), cons is t ing  of 
th ir ty  six squa res  of 3 /8" th ick  p la tes o f th e  two metals.
It is left to  the beho lde r  to asce r ta in  the nature  and s ign if icance  of 
the Min imal ob jec t ,  and by extens ion , th a t  o f herse lf as beho lde r. Much 
o f the  work is concerned  with the sense  o f  p resence a r is ing  from the 
tens ion  be tw een  the s trong conceptua l sense  of form, the idea of the 
cube  or t r iang le ,  fo r  ins tance, and the  unden iab le  phys ica l i ty  of the 
object. M in imal Art does not escape fo rm , ( indeed, the o b je c t  seems to 
be as c lose  to  c learly  enunc ia ted  fo rm  as is possib le), bu t instead 
d is rup ts  its p r im acy by revea ling  it to be insu ff ic ien t,  hav ing  to adm it a 
dependency  on the  c ircum stances in w h ich  it is found.
S im u ltaneous ly  dependen t upon, and  d is rup t ive  of, the  formal 
c ircum stances  in which the art ob jec t is d isp layed  in the ga l le ry , M inimal 
scu lp tu re  e xem p li f ies  the re la t ionsh ip  be tw een  d iscourse  and f igure  
e labo ra ted  by the  French ph i losopher Jean -F ranço is  Lyotard . In his 
in t roduc t ion  to Lyotard 's  w ork64, Bill R ead ings  ou t l ines  the exam p le  in 
Discours, f ig u re 65 in which a mark on a page  is com prehens ib le  as a 
le t te r  th rough the  system o f d iscourse  th a t  assigns certa in  s ign i f ica t ions  
to shapes D is t ingu ish ing  the mark from  th e  page on which it is p laced, 
ra the r  than from  o ther poss ib le  letters, o ne  is p resented  w ith  a line that 
is seen  ra ther than a code that is re a d  The seem ing ly  t ranspa ren t
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nature  of the code  is rendered  opaque  by the regard ing  of the letter as 
l ine .66 This opac ity  is cha rac te r is t ic  o f the f igura l,  which Readings 
def ines  as
an unspeakab le  o the r necessari ly  a t w ork  w ith in  and 
aga ins t d iscourse ,  d is rup t ing  the rule of representa t ion . It is 
not opposed  to d iscourse  but is the point at which the 
oppos it ions  by w h ich  d iscourse  works are opened to a 
radica l h e te ro g en e ity  or s ingu la r i ty .67
Though it is a lw ays present, the f igura l 's  dependence  on an overly ing 
system of d iscou rse  p reven ts  its appearance  in iso la tion. Instead, its 
p resence can be acknow ledged  in a cond it ion  Read ings  refers to as 
‘b lock ing  to g e th e r ’ ,
in which tw o  incom m ensurab le  e lements (such as the v is ible 
and the  tex tua l)  are held toge ther, impossib ly , in the ‘sam e ’ 
space; a k ind o f supe r im pos it ion  w ithout p r iv i le g e .66
W hile  the  f igura l is a lways at work in any system of discourse, 
ev idence  of its ex is tence  is not necessar i ly  apparen t. With the example 
of the  le tter and  the line, the beho lde r is required  to d isengage from 
reading the code  so th a t they may d iscern the graph ic line. The 
quanti ta t ive  sh if t  from read ing  to seeing is rep lica ted  in a response to 
the ins tan tly  d isce rn ib le  geom etr ic  shapes of M in im a lis t sculpture with 
one from  see ing  to expe rienc ing . Though Min imal Art is usually 
cons idered  to be charac te r ised  by the austere  and simple forms 
produced by a rt is ts  from a round 1960 until the la t ter ha lf  of the decade, 
it is more p rope r ly  an aes the t ic  ra ther than a body of work. This is 
apparen t in the  way that its ideas permeated the w ork  of practit ioners 
engaged  in dance , m usic and thea tre  and also in its evolut ion from 
Primary S tructu res. In the late 1960s, the con t ingency  o f form was not 
left fo r  the b eh o lde r  to d isco ve r  but const i tu ted  the impetus fo r works
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that sough t to evade  it a ltoge ther. W here  the Primary S truc tu res  
revea led  form  to be vu ln e ra b le  in its naked state, later w ork  reacted  
aga ins t the  notion o f the w e l l -m ade  ob jec t  by caus ing  its a pp ea ra nce  to 
be p red ica ted  on chance, as w ith  Robert Morris' fe l t  and sca tte r  p ieces, 
and sub jec t  to externa l fo rces , such as the defo rm ing  e f fec t  o f  g rav ity  
upon C laes O ldenburg 's  so ft  scu lp tu res. As the ob ject b ecam e  "less 
se lf - im po rta n t"69, ways o f w ork ing  e vo lved  that were concerned  less with 
the p roduc t than with the p rocesses by which it emerged and w as  made 
known. The work .accepted  the  exc lus iv ity  of artist and beho lder, using 
the e nco un te r  with the ob jec t  as the site where  the te rm s o f  the 
re la t ionsh ip  were performed.
W h i ls t  the concerns o f M in imal A rt could be d iscerned in pa in t ing  
as well as sculpture, the p r im ar i ly  v isua l nature o f the canvas  and its 
h is tor ica l re l iance  on a fron ta l  o r ien ta t ion  tended to imbue the  ob jec t 
with an abstrac t quality. By em brac ing  the th re e -d im e ns ion a li ty  and 
potent ia l wea lth  of m ater ia ls  en joyed  by sculpture, artists a round  the 
time o f the  mid 1950s such as Jaspe r Johns, Robert R auschenbe rg  and 
Allan K aprow  in it ia ted a d eve lo pm e n t d is t inc t from M in imalism , no t only 
because o f  the d if fe ren t po in t  o f orig in , but th rough add ing p rope rt ies  
and m ate r ia ls  to the form, ra th e r  than revea ling  those a lready presen t 
but supp ressed  The e xpans ion  from  the canvas to be fo und  in the 
Assem b lages  and C om b ine -P a in t ings  o f Jim Dine, Robert R auschenberg , 
C laes O ldenburg  and A llan Kaprow  has been regarded as a d eve lo p m e n t 
o f Cub is t co llage  Pablo P icasso 's  S til l  L ife  with C ha ir  C an ing 70 (1912) 
cons is ts  o f  the artist 's  pa in ted  image and a prin ted one of ch a ir  caning 
g lued to the canvas, ju x tap os ing  the un ique  visual image w ith  the  mass- 
p roduced  representa tion . W h i le  th is pos ited  the canvas as a s ite  for 
cons ide r ing  questions o f aes the t ics , it was the phys ica l p ro trus ion  from 
the f la t su rface  of the pa in t ing , a qua li ty  ev iden t in Jackson Po llock 's
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ac t ion -pa in t ings , th a t  was taken up by art is ts  in the  mid 1950s. The 
negotia tion  be tw een  the v isua l and tac t i le  nature o f  the ob jec t is f inely  
poised in the w ork  o f Jasper Johns. Johns ' White F lag71 (1955) (see 
p la te  6 ) ,one o f a num ber of his works th a t  use the image o f the Stars 
and Stripes on a fab r ic -covered  p lywood mount, "pa in ts  out" the co lour 
w ith  white  encaustic . Its status as pa in t ing  is qua li f ied , as the opacity  of
Plate 6. Jasper Johns. White Flag 1955 Encaustic and collage on canvas. 78%" x 
120% "
the uneven ly  app l ied  encaustic  com petes  with the nascent sculptura l 
ex trus ion  of the pas ted  co llage  More s ign if ican t than  this negotia tion 
between forms, however, is the inv i ta t ion  to co ns ide r  the physical 
qua li t ies  of the a rt  object. As with the ta rge ts , letters and num bers Johns 
subsequen tly  em p loyed, the flag (ou ts ide  o f  the ga l le ry )  is cons idered  
more as a v isua l than a physica l phenom enon . T rans fe rred  to the 
canvas, the f lag  appears  to have made no concess ions  to its abil ity  to 
func t ion  as a f lag  A ttem p ts  by the beh o lde r  to im pose  some d ist inction
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between the flag on the wall and those outs ide  of the  gallery are 
p red ica ted , paradox ica lly ,  on the  physical qua li t ies  of the 
pa in t ing -as -ob jec t  ra ther than its appeal to the eye. More overt ly  
pe r fo rm a t ive  is John 's  Tango72, o s tens ib ly  a paint ing a llud ing  to the 
Abstract Exp ress ion is t  style but w ith  a c lockwork key p ro trud ing  from 
the bottom  right port ion of the canvas. By tu rn ing the key, the beholder 
operated a m echan ica l musical box, a c ircum stance tha t Johns hoped 
might e f fe c t  the re la t ionsh ip  between ob ject and beholder:
I w an ted  to suggest a phys ica l re la t ionship  to the p ic tures 
th a t was ac t ive .. . In  Tango  to w ind the key and h ea r  the 
sound  you had to stand re la t ive ly  close to the pa in t ing , too 
c lose  to see the outs ide shape o f the p ic tu re .73
Even w hen  the beho lde r  was not im pelled to move back and forth in 
fron t o f the  paint ing, they neve r th e le ss  were inv ited  to ascerta in  what 
d is tance they  were to place be tw een  them se lves  and the  ob ject on a 
conceptua l level.
The matter a ttached to the canvas evo lved  from  physica lly  
present v isua l m atte r  such as the deta i l  from Bott ice ll i 's  Bir th  o f  Venus 
accom pan ied  by va r ious  pho tog raphs  suggesting  f l ig h t  in Robert 
R auschenberg 's  R ebus  (1955) to phys ica l objects cons ide red  in a v isual 
context, such as the key in John 's  Tango  That a d isc ip l ine  p red ica ted  on 
visual qua li t ies  m ight admit of a phys ica l e lement was sugges ted  in an 
ana loguous  m anner by John C age 's  s ilent p iece, 4 ' 3 3 "y> (1952). 
Cons is t ing  o f th ree  m ovements , none  o f which conta in  any  in tentional 
sounds, the  work expressed  a w ish tha t "music should be free of the 
fee l ings  and ideas o f the com poser" . Though re fe rred  to as 'the s ilent 
p iece ’ , C age  obse rves  that this was a m isunders tand ing  o f  the  work:
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You cou ld  hear the w ind stirring o u ts id e  during the firs t 
m ovem ent. During the second, ra ind rop s  began pattern ing  
the roof, and during the th ird the p eo p le  them se lves  made 
all kind o f  in terest ing  sounds as they ta lk e d  or walked ou t.75
As the t i t le  suggests, the most fu nd am e n ta l  requ irem ent of m usic 
is duration. C age  had not only been a ss id uo us  in supp ly ing  an exac t 
amount o f t ime in which the work would occur  bu t had ca lled  a ttent ion  to 
the m anner in w h ich  the non-in ten t iona l so un ds  that entered  the work did 
not opera te  on a purely aud ib le  level but w e re  assoc ia ted  with v isua l 
events. L ikew ise , Assem b lages  suggested  th a t if the object m ight 
const i tu te  any th ing  w ith in  the beholder 's  f ie ld  o f vision, then th is need 
not necessar i ly  l imit the choice of ob jec ts  to those that could  be 
understood w ith in  a pure ly  v isua l con tex t.  As a rt is ts  sought to 
inco rpora te  e v e r  more var ied  materia l the ir  w o rk  was d isp layed on the 
floor, suspended  and f ixed  in o ther o r ien ta t ion s  that best su ited the 
work.
The f ree do m  to w ork  in a th ree -d im ens iona l space encouraged  
artists to t rea t it as ano the r  materia l that m ig h t  be m an ipu la ted, resu lt ing  
in E nv ironm ents  tha t the beho lde r entered in to , thereby su rround ing  her. 
Consequen tly , the  physica l ob jec t the a r t is t  p rovided became more 
d if f icu l t  to iso la te  from the experience  o f th e  work. A rt is ts  w i l l ing ly  
re l inqu ished the  perm anence  and a u tonom y o f the ob ject fo r  the 
opportun ity  to construc t tem pora ry  spaces tha t were concerned  to 
engage the beh o lde r  on more than jus t a v isua l leve l. The more 
expans ive  Env ironm ents , such as Allan K aprow 's  E a t76, w h ich  took p lace 
in caves ou ts ide  New York, encouraged the  beho lde r  to taste, touch , 
smell, l is ten and  look at the work. From th e i r  beg inn ings as spec if ic  
p laces, Env ironm en ts  courted  the a t ten t ions  o f the beho lder in the ir  
m idst to the e x ten t  that perform ers were o ften  used to p rov ide  a g rea te r  
degree o f in te rac t ion  than that a ffo rded  by una ttended works,
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t rans fo rm ing  them into spec if ic  mom ents, part icu la r  in both time and 
space.
Typ if ied  by an acqu is i t ive  nature , the Env ironm ent evo lved  from 
an inc lus ive ob ject to a perfo rm ing  space. Happenings, wh ils t  sharing 
an  ethos o f expe r im en ta t ion  and a re ject ion  o f prescribed form with 
Env ironm ents , were less a natura l p rogress ion  than a quan ta t ive  sh if t  in 
th e  nature o f the work. There  is a cons ide rab le  d if fe rence  be tw een  the 
insen t ien t mater ia l p repared  in advance  fo r  the beho lder to experience  
in Env ironm ents  and an ac t iv ity  w hose  dura t ion  co inc ides w ith  the 
p resence  o f the beholder. Th is  is not to decry pe r fo rm ative  work that 
ins is ts  on the physica l ob jec t as som ehow  'less pe rfo rm ative ' than that 
w h ich  em ploys l ive perfo rm ers , but an acknow ledgem ent tha t the 
e voca t ion  o f  a thea tr ica l ra the r  than a fine  art frame necess ita tes  
d i f fe re n t  s tra teg ies  if it is to be d is rup ted . Happenings unse tt led  the 
au tonom y o f the thea tr ica l ob jec t by va r ious  means, not all o f them 
com m on to every  ins tance. H appen ings  m ight inc lude any num ber of 
ch a rac te r is t ics  that broke w ith  thea tre  p ractice  - they m ight be 
perfo rm ed  only  once; they m ight re jec t conven t iona l thea tre  space in 
fa v o u r  o f mult ip le , d isconnec ted  spaces: they m ight use text as an 
e lem en t am ids t a co llage  o f o ther sounds  ra ther than as a na rra t ive  
dev ice ; they m ight avo id  charac te r isa t ion  and the rep resen ta t ion  of 
a n o th e r  t ime and space in fa vou r  o f an awareness of the p resen t 
c ircum stances ; they m ight reconce ive  the beho lde r  as an ac t ive  
p a r t ic ipan t in the work. 77
The im pos it ion  of the term 'H appen ings ' upon a body of work that 
m ig h t  inc lude the com p lex  bur ia l ritual carr ied  ou t amidst the pa lazzos 
a n d  canals o f Ven ice  in Jean -Jacques  Lebel 's  Funera l C erem ony o f  the  
A n t i -P ro ce s7S and also em brace  the tex ts  issued by George B rech t79 that 
a re  am biguous in sta tus and in tent (see fig 2), ind icates that the ir
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hom ogene ity  is not a ppa ren t in the ir  form. Instead, it is the changed 
cond it ion  of the beho lde r  th a t un ites an o the rw ise  d ispara te  body of 
work. In those  ins tances w here  a fo rm a l d iv is ion  between beho lder and 
p er fo rm er is adhered  to, the  work f requen t ly  com m ents  on this d iv ide, 
b isect ing  and trave rs ing  it in Cage 's  U nt it led  Event  or invert ing  it in 
C laes O ldenburg 's  M ov ieh o use 80 (1965), p resen ted  in a c inema, in 
which the  beho lder o bse rve s  an an im ated  aud ience  fac ing  a blank 
( inac t ive ) screen.
THREE WINDOW EVENTS 
opening a closed window 
closing an open window
fig 2 Three Window Events. George Brecht, c.1961
Because o f the un fam il ia r i ty  o f the c ircum stances , the beholder 
was o ften  p resen ted  w ith  ins truc t ions  th a t  would assist in their 
expe r ienc ing  of the work. As H appen ings  deve loped  into a mature 
p ractice  these ins truc t ions  began to r iva l in com p lex i ty  those  g iven  to 
the perfo rm ers  to the e x ten t  that the d is t inc t ion  was at best arb itrary. 
W o lf  Voste ll 's  'Ins truc t ions  to the People ' fo r  his w ork  You81 extend 
beyond fac i l i ta t ing  the m ovem en t of the  aud ie nce  to spec if ic  sites at set 
t imes, inv it ing  a level o f pa r t ic ipa t ion  in the w o rk  ind is t ingu ishab le  from 
that of the perfo rm ers  (see fig. 3). The la te r  Happen ings  sought to 
opera te  in the space crea ted  by the absence  o f  the beho lde r  It will be 
seen tha t the beho lder 's  assum ption  of respons ib i l i ty  in rea lis ing the
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corresponding ly  d im in ishes the  pos it ion  of the artist conven t iona l ly  
understood as someone w h o s e  activ ity  p recedes the work 's  coming into 
being. An a lterna tive  s t ra teg y  of the per fo rm at ive  work, exem p li f ied  by 
Joseph Beuys, took the a c t iv i ty  o f the  a rt is t as the basis fo r  its 
in tervention, d isrupting fo rm  by reconce iv ing  the ob ject w ith in  the a rt is t  
ra ther than question ing th e  assum ptions  upon w hich  part icu la r  
d isc ip lines operated.
Instructions to th e  People
Please find your way to the swimming pool, either crawling or walking 
At the pool, take a pistol filled with color 
Please crawl into the swimming pool
Lie down on the bottom of the pool and build a mass grave While lying there, decide 
whether or not you will shoot the other people with the color.
Allow yourself to be tied to the beds where the TVs are playing.
Free yourself
Crawl or walk down the blue path to the yellow tennis court Say hello to Bob Brown 
and ask him for a little bag of yellow color. Sprinkle the color on the blue people who 
are lying on the yellow tennis court.
Open the envelope and read the card inside while the parachute is falling.
Put on a gas mask when the TV burns and try to be as friendly as possible to 
everyone.
fig. 3 extract from the score for "You: A Décollage Happening for Bob 
and Rhett Brown". Wolf Vostell. 1964
W here both the c o n c e rn  with ob jec thood  and the expans ion  o f 
what might constitu te  the o b je c t  re ta ined at least a notiona l sense o f the 
artist being dis t inct from th e  mater ia ls  or c ircum stances  she m ight 
provide, an area of w o rk  that aga in  can trace its descen t from  
Duchamp, e levates the s ta tu s  of the a rt is t  to the point where  a ttent ion  
normally reserved for the o b je c t  f ixes instead on its inst igator. Hav ing
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"dec is ion  of the in te l lec t"  abo ve  "c leverness  of the hand", Duchamp did 
not a lways feel ob l iged  to rea lise  these dec is ions in ob jects  that could  
be d is t ingu ished  from  the a rt is t  h im self. Man Ray's pho tog raphs  of 
Duchamp, both as his fem a le  a lter-ego, Rrose Selavy, and d isp lay ing  his 
s ta r-shaved  h ea d 82, a t tes t to the  way in which the art is t  courted  a tten t ion  
by his p resence  a lone The  pers is ten t iden t if ica t ion  of D ucham p's  
ac t ions  as art e x tended  to co ns ide ra t ion  o f his w ithd raw a l from the  art 
world , from 1945 unti l  the t ime of his death in 1968, as an a rt is t ic  
gesture .
John Cage noted th a t the concern  of most in te res t de r ived  from  
Ducham p was "the  b lu rr ing  o f  the d is t inc t ion  between art and l i fe "83. A 
num ber of pos tw ar art is ts  deve lo pe d  th is  am bigu ity  by harness ing  the ir  
w orks to the p resen ta t ion  o f a persona. The French art is t  Yves K le in 's  
p resen ting  o f the  inv is ib le  w o rk  Le V ideaA ( 'The Void ')  (1958) and the 
Ita l ian Piero M anzon i 's  s ign ing  of ind iv idua ls  to p roduce  ' l iv ing  
scu lp tu re s '85 (1961 )  inv ite  co ns ide ra t ion  of the a rt is t  as a ta len ted  
ind iv idua l ind ep en d en t  of th e i r  m astery  o f pa rt icu la r  techn iques  Though  
th is  posit ion  w as advanced  rap id ly  as a consequence  of the no to r ie ty  of 
certa in  in te rven t ions , such as M anzon i 's  m arket ing  o f 90 can is te rs  o f his 
own excrem ent, una m b igu ou s ly  sold as Art is t 's  Sh itee, (1961) there  
rem ained a d is t inc t ion  be tw een  ac t iv i t ies  the a rt is t  m ight carry ou t as 
part o f the ir  eve ryda y  ex is ten ce  and those that they  w ished to be 
cons ide red  art.
An a lte rna te  m eans o f  b lurr ing the param eters  o f art cou ld  be 
seen in the in te rven t ion s  o f  F luxus, a loose g roup of a rt is ts  from  
num erous d isc ip l ines , desc r ibed  by the  c r it ic  Henry Martin as "a 
w ildgoose  chase into the zone  of every th ing  eph em era l"87, who dev ised  
works that were by turns m undane , spec tacu la r  and puzz l ing  (see fig  4). 
Perform ed at F luxconce rts  and F lux fes t iva ls , the in ten t ion  of these
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was, accord ing  to the g roup 's  founder  George M aciunas, to "se rve  only 
as educa tiona l means to conve rt  the aud iences to such non-art 
experiences in the ir  daily  l ives "80. Because of the  d ive rs ity  o f its 
assoc ia tes ' concerns  and in terests , Fluxus did not a d v a n c e  a com m on ly  
agreed-upon  aesthe t ic  or const i tu te  a body of work th a t  m ight d is t ingu ish  
it from o the r  m ovements ; some of the pieces have  the qua li ty  o f a 
Happening, o thers  app rox im a te  the conventions  of a musical 
perform ance  and some seem d if f icu lt  to d is t ingu ish f rom  ac t iv i t ie s  that 
m ight occur un ren ia rked-upon  outs ide of the per fo rm ance  space.
HENS, 1963
3 hens are released and then caught 
I WILL BE BACK IN 10 MINUTES, 1963
Performer positions on stage a poster announcing: "I will be back in 10 minutes" and goes 
across the street to have a cup of coffee
AUDIENCE PIECE NO 4
After audience seats themselves, performers proceed to clean theater very thoroughly: wash 
floor, vacuum chairs and curtain, white wash the stage, change light bulbs etc
3 PIECES FOR AUDIENCE, 1964
1. change places
2. talk together
3 give something to your neighbour
fig. 4 Four Fluxus events by Robert Watts, 1963-1964
The concep tion  o f the art ob ject considered to be  such because  of 
the art is t 's  invo lvem en t,  e v iden t in the work of Ducham p, K le in  and 
Manzoni, and that o f the art ob ject being that w h ich  is s i tua ted  in a 
part icu la r  fram e, apparen t in the "non-art expe r iences"  w ith in  Fluxus 
perfo rm ances, is am a lgam ated  in the example of th e  G erm an artist 
Joseph Beuys. Though  a ll ied  to the Fluxus m ovement, Beuys advanced  
a reconce ived  notion o f art inextr icab ly  bound up w ith  the part icu la r  
c ircum stances of his l ife, to the exten t tha t he es tab l ished  'F luxus  Zone 
W est' in 1967 as a body concerned  with "the s ituation o f  western  m an"09, 
a p ro ject som ewhat more c learly  defined  than a ny  that m igh t be 
a ttr ibu ted  to the found ing  co llec tive .
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Beuys consc ious ly  evoked  both the near p as t of Romantic ism, 
e leva t ing  the role of the a rt is t  to the centra l posit ion  in an unders tand ing  
of the art w ork , and the d is tan t pas t where  the sham an  united aesthet ic , 
sp ir itua l and sc ien t i f ic  conce rns  w ith in  a un ita ry  e f f icac io us  p ractice . His 
cham pion ing  o f  a p rescr ip t ive  de f in it ion  o f art would  seem at odds  with 
the p lu ra l is t ic  tenor o f the  period, though ra ther than  simply fo reground  
the position o f  the a rt is t  he sough t to d iscover  what cons t i tu ted  the  artist 
th rough p e r fo rm ing  such a cond it ion . As the object and  the beh o lde r  had 
been 'p re te x ts ' to ’ the p e r fo rm a t ive  work d iscussed above, that in their 
p lay ing out d is rup ted  f ixed  points o f o rig inat ion, so Beuys em p loyed  the 
v is ib i l i ty  g ra n ted  to him as a rt is t  to underm ine, th ro ug h  his act ions , the 
lim ited rem it o f  one des t ined  to fash ion  cu ltura l p roducts . He d if fe rs  in 
th is respect f rom  Andy W arho l,  an Am erican  con tem po ra ry  a lso regarded 
as having b lu rred  the d is t inc t ion  between the ir  life and  the ir  w ork  in the 
sense that W arho l,  s i tua ted  am ids t a Pop sens ib i l i ty  that ce lebra ted  
mass p roduc t ion  and consum er cu lture , m ight ev ince  an accep ting , ironic 
s tance tow ard  his cond it ion  to dec la re  that "ever th ing  is sort o f a rt i f ic ia l  ! 
don 't  know w h e re  the a rt  stops and the real b e g in s "90 w hereas Beuys' 
fam ous d ic tum  "A R T= M A N "91 is a lm ost as inc lus ive  but sugges ts  a 
hum anis tic  e tho s  that s tands  apa rt f rom  the materia l world .
IV
W here  W arho l and Beuys, in d if fe r ings  w ays , can be seen to 
confla te  the a rt is t  and the  object, advanc ing  the ir  ideas  and th e ir  more 
conven t iona l,  insen t ien t art ob jec ts  in a h igh ly v is ib le  and vocal manner, 
Body Art u nd e r to ok  to exp lo re  the  imp lica tions of th e  p ro jec t ion  o f the 
se lf in the w or ld  In a m anner com parab le  to M in im a lism 's  revea ling , 
and hence d is rup t ing , o f  the te rm s by which the o b je c t  is known, Body 
Art sought to expose  the s tructure  that d ic ta te s  in te rpersona l 
com m un ica t ions . Ev iden t at the end of the 1960s, Body Art d isp layed
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the in f luence  of a num be r of practices that had emerged in the earlier 
part o f the decade . V ito  Acconc i, one of the fo rem os t Am erican  artists 
work ing in th is  fie ld, had begun work ing  with his body a fte r severa l years 
writ ing  poe try  that so ug h t to address the act o f writ ing and its limits 
ra ther than regard it as a t ranspa ren t ac t iv ity  that i l lum inated  some 
pre-ex is t ing  time and space Acconc i found th is t ransparency  
questioned  in Minimal Art, fo rc ing him to make obse rva t ions  o f  his own 
state before  the  object:
...I w a s  in a ce rta in  cond it ion , I had a headache  for 
exam ple . I had a certa in  h istory, I had a certa in  b ias .. .what 
m in im a l art did fo r  me was to confirm  fo r  m yself the fact 
that a r t  obv ious ly  had to be th is re la t ion between w ha te ve r  
it was tha t s ta rted  o f f  the art and the v iew e r.92
N ot ions  of the p e r fo rm er aris ing from the work p roduced  by the 
Judson D ance  C om pany  acknow ledged  the im portance  o f the 
re la t ionsh ip  between the  ob jec t-as -p rovoca t ion  and the beholder. 
Yvonne R a iner 's  ana lys is  o f her dance p ie c e ,Trio A, w ri t ten  in 1966, 
suggests  th a t  in o rde r  that the physical being in pe r fo rm ance  be 
d iscerned, ra th e r  than the  pro jection  o f charac te r  and a tt i tude , "ideally 
one is not e ven  onese lf ,  one is a neutra l doe r"93. Such 'neu tra l i ty '  lends 
an apparen t s implic ity  to  much Body Art, as in the case o f  Acconci's  
Follow ing P iece  (1969 )94, though the perfo rm ance  i tse lf g ives  rise to a 
mult i tude o f  concerns  :
Daily Scheme: choos ing  a person at random, in the street, 
any loca t ion ; fo l low ing  him w he reve r  he goes, how ever fa r 
or long  he t rave ls  (the ac t iv ity  ends when he enters  a 
p r iva te  place - his home, off ice, e tc .)95
The ind iv idua l being fo l low ed  m ight feel th rea tened , bem used or be 
unaware o f  her pursuer, who in turn re linqu ishes his f reedom  to
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someone o ve r  whom  he has no control. T h e  piece exp lo res  poten t ia l ly  
in trus ive  behav iou r, not by indulg ing in it before an aud ience , or by 
showing a f i lm  o f the work, but by the a rt is t p lac ing h im se lf  in a 
pa rt icu la r  s i tuation. Body A rt took fu ll a dva n ta g e  of the  increas ing  
p ro li fe ra t ion  o f v ideo  and fi lm equ ipm ent, not simply as a record ing 
device, but ins tead  crea ting  work that co n fu se d  or con tras ted  physical 
with e m p a th e t ic  d is tance. In its refusal o r  inabil i ty  to con fo rm  to the 
conven t ions  o f the va r ious  media  with in  a n d  across which it operates, 
Body A rt does not p resen t the body as sub jec t ,  as a rep resen ta t ion  of 
the idea o f the body, but exp lo res  the body- in - the -w or ld .  W he re  Beuys 
perform s the  role o f  a rt is t  in a world  of soc ia l  in teraction, the  Body Art is t 
w ishes to revea l the  ind iv idua l self, the f ig u ra l  com ponen t - to borrow 
Lyotard 's  te rm ino logy  - of the body as it is pe rce ived  th rough  d iscourse  
The art is t  must perfo rm  the se lf in such  a way that d is rup ts  reflex  
invocat ion  o f set m odes of com m un ica t ion , o ften hav ing  to p lace the 
body in s i tua t ions  o f depriva t ion , d an ge r  and endurance  where  the 
abil ity  to res is t a u tom a tic  behav iou r  is lessened.
T hough  supe rf ic ia l ly  the most in t ro ve r te d  of p rac t ices , Body Art 
necessar i ly  fo re g ro un ds  the means of its t ransm iss ion  as it a ttempts to 
evade  ex is t ing  channe ls  of com m un ica t ion  between art is t  and beho lder 
that not on ly  de te rm ines  w ha t can be tran sm it ted  but a lso  f ixes  those 
part ic ipa t ing  in the ro les o f sender and rec ip ient. In those  ins tances 
where  the art is t em ploys an ex ist ing m ed ium , the work is frequen tly  
cons ide red  e xcess ive  or repu ls ive  because  it chafes aga ins t  the limits of 
what m ight be transm it ted . Herman N itsch, with his 'O rg ies, Mysteries, 
Theatre ' g roup s taged e labora te  r i tua ls  enta il ing  d isem bow lm ent, 
c ruc if ix ion  and an abid ing in teres t in the  v iscera l and sca to log ica l By 
these ac t ions  N itsch sought to a cknow ledge  the repress ion  o f the will to 
kill, a taboo, the a rt is t  be lieved, that fo u n d  release in w ar  and torture, 
but m igh t be less harm fu l ly  sated by the artist. P r io r  to the
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d isem bow e l l ing  o f a dead lamb, a f requen t occurence  in his work during 
th e  early seven t ies ,  Nitsch o ffe red  his reasons  fo r  the action  to the 
aud ience :
Through my a rt is t ic  p roduc tion  ( a form o f the m ystic ism  of 
being), I take  upon m yse lf  the apparen t negative , 
unsavoury, perve rse , obscene, the pass ion  and the hyster ia  
of the act o f  sacr i f ice  so tha t YOU are spared  the su lly ing, 
sham ing d e s c e n t  into the e x trem e .96
In dec la r ing  h im se lf  to be a subs t i tu te  fo r  the beholder, N itsch 
revea led  a fu nd am e n ta l  concern  of Body Art, namely a ttend ing  to the 
com m on  cond it ion  o f  artist and beho lde r  as ind iv idua ls . T hough  Nitsch 
co nsc iou s ly  em p loyed  thea tr ica l means, hop ing  to exceed the  l im ita tions 
o f  the form, becom ing  the bea re r  o f the co llec t ive  v io lence  o f  the 
a ud ience  ra ther th an  being an ac tor charged  w ith  en te rta in ing  them, 
o th e r  artists, such as Gina Pane, Chris Burden and Dennis O ppenhe im , 
s o ug h t  to test and  expose  the repress ions , l imits, id iosyncras ies  and 
p leasu res  of the hum an  mind and body w i tho u t  these  exp lo ra t ions  being 
d i lu ted  th rough fo rm s  of com m un ica t ion  that rep ressed  or m arg ina l ised  
such  reve la tions.
V
By the mid 1960s, a rt is ts ' use of the per fo rm a t ive  had encouraged  
p ro duc t ive  d ia logue  between prac t i t ioners  p rev ious ly  left to pursue the ir  
own  d isc ip lines in re la t ive  iso la tion. In New York, in part icu la r,  the work 
a t  the Judson D ance  Theatre , the open co u r t  held by W arho l at the 
Factory  and the d issem ina t ion  of, and par t ic ipa t ion  in, F luxus even ts  and 
H appen ings , e xpo sed  art is ts  to ideas and w ays  of w o rk ing  that they 
u ti l ised  in d i f fe ren t  contexts . Tha t these  ideas  m ight be u ti l ised w ith in  
th e  con tex t of a long -es tab l ished  d isc ip line , such as thea tre , in a way
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Itha t enhances the practice  ra ther than  d im in ishes it or stif les th e  
innova to ry  impulse , is apparen t in the  w ork  of R ichard Foreman a n d  
Robert W ilson  The ir  p roductions  have  been  cons idered  co llec t ive ly  a s  
advanc ing  a " thea tre  o f im ages"97 because  of the ir  am b iva len t a t t i tu d e  
tow ard  the text, favou r ing  a staging tha t is dependen t more on its v is u a l  
e lem ents  than on a narra t ive  s tructure. Forem an's  writ ing  on the n a tu re  
and in ten t ions  o f his work, co llec ted  in a series of m an ifes to s98, 
frequen t ly  a dva nce s  a rgum ents  tha t re f le c t  concerns ev iden t in o th e r  
f ie lds . His hopes fo r  stage perfo rm ance, fo r  example , are in accord w i th  
the  M in ima lis ts ' aim to deal with the o b je c t  qua  object, ra ther than as  a 
s ign i f ican t fo rm : he w ished to
create  a stage per fo rm ance  in which the specta to r 
expe r iences  the danger of art no t as invo lvem en t or risk or 
exc item ent, not as som eth ing  tha t reaches out to vu lnerab le  
areas o f his person, but ra the r  the  danger as a possib le 
dec is ion  he (specta to r)  may m ake  upon the occasion of 
con fron t ing  the work o f art. The w ork  o f art as a contest  
be tween ob jec t (or process) and v ie w e r .99
W ilson, s im ilar ly, inv ites the b e h o lde r  to regard the encoun te r w i th  
the work as one in which she rem ains ab le  to exerc ise  her mind ra th e r  
than  have it respond  unques t ion ing ly  to the p rovoca tions  of the w o rk ,  
g iv ing  her " t ime and space in w hich  to th ink ."100 In ne ither ins tance  is 
th is  a t im e less  contem p la t ion , but p ro ceeds  a longs ide  the playing o u t  o f  
the  work and is encouraged  by the d is rup t ion  of narra tive, e m p loy ing  
such means as repetit ion , n on -sequen t ia l  text, confl ic t ing  actions a n d  
se lf - re fe ren t ia l  e lem ents , that inv ite  the beho lde r  to perform, choos ing  to 
ignore  that occurrence , stopp ing to re f le c t  on w ha t m ight have o ccu rred , 
s tra in ing  to f i t  some new e lem ent in to  a tenuous grasp of the w o rk  
be fo re  her etc. In most ins tances the a c t iv i ty  is a lmost who lly  ce re b ra l ,  
though  in W ilson 's  extended  works, such  as the tw e lve -hour  p iece The
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Life and  Times o f  Jo s e p h  S ta l in '0' and the week-long  KA MOUNTAIN  
AND GUARDenia  T E R R A C E '02, the beho lde r 's  sense tha t they m ight 
dete rm ine  the nature o f  th e ir  re la t ionsh ip  to  the work, g iven  tha t they 
would be unlike ly  to e x p e r ie n c e  its entire length , is he igh tened  by the 
inc lus ion o f o ther co m p e t in g  dem ands upon them, such as the need fo r  
re freshm en t and sleep.
W here  A s se m b lag es  and the H appen ings  a f te r  them expanded  
with l itt le  regard for th e  consequen t ia l  b reakdow n  of an enc los ing  frame 
and Beuys refused to a ckno w le dg e  any such frame, W ilson  ce lebra tes  
its pers is tence. His s ta ge  is popu la ted  with all the requ is ite  e lem ents  o f 
an i l lus ion is t ic  n in e tee n th -cen tu ry  p roduction . Because these e lem ents  
do not coa lesce  into a unif ied  whole, bu t seem to be advanc ing  
confl ic t ing  narratives, th e  work seems to eng ag e  in a d ia logue  with itse lf  
ra ther than o f fe r  a to ta l i ty  fo r  the beho lde r 's  consum ption . Not only do 
the occurrences on s ta g e  refuse to order th em se lve s  into com p lim en ta ry  
p lot and sub-p lo t but th e  time and space o f  the stage are sub jected  to 
m an ipu la t ions  that loo k  tow ard  cons ide ra t ion  of the work in terms of 
image ra ther than ac t ion . Actors m ove from  one side o f the stage to the 
o ther o ve r  a period o f  twenty  m inutes, w h i ls t  unconnec ted  ac t iv it ies  
occur s im u ltaneously  th ro u g h o u t  the space , the ir  re la t ive  importance  
unsta ted  W hen su dd en  m ovem ent occurs  in the m idst of the slowly 
m utating stage p icture, its  appearance  is s ta rt l ing , espec ia l ly  when it is 
only v is ib le  fo r  an ins tan t,  su f f ic ien t to  rouse the beho lde r  from  
contem p la t ion  yet no t subs tan t ia l enough to hold her a tten t ion  The 
e f fec t is conveyed by Baudr i l la rd 's  unders tand ing  of the w ork ings o f 
seduction: Seduction is no t founded  on the  production  o f meaning, nor 
does it ac t ive ly  re s is t  meaning It does  not open up a radica l 
he te rogene ity  as an e n d  in itself, as a m om en t o f re lease from the 
d iscurs ive , but ins tead  only  beg ins to ope ra te  at the m om ent when 
m eaning g ives  way to su rface  and appea rance
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Dis t inc t ive  s igns, full signs, n eve r  seduce us. Seduction  
only comes th rough empty, i l leg ib le , inso lub le , arb itrary, 
fo rtu itous  signs, which g lide by ligh tly , mod ify ing  the index 
of re frac t ion  o f space. They are s igns w ithout a subject of 
enunc ia t ion , nor an enounced , they  are pure signs in tha t 
they are ne ither d iscu rs ive  nor gene ra te  any exchange. The 
p ro tagon is ts  o f seduction  are ne ither locu to r nor 
in ter locu tee , they are in a dual and an tagon is t ic  s ituation.
As such the signs o f seduction  do not s ign ify; they are o f 
the o rder of the e ll ipse, of the short circuit, o f the f lash of 
w it (/e t ra it  d ’esprit). 103
It is the res is tance to an exchange  between beho lde r and object 
tha t d isrup ts  form in W ilson 's  work. There  is no lack o f materia l 
p roduced by the artist - indeed, its p ro fus ion  a lone m ight overw he lm  the 
beho lde r - though  its harness ing  of o ve r t ly  v isual, and, subsequen tly , 
tex tua l m atter  w ith in  and a ga ins t the co nven t ions  o f the stage resu lts  in 
an und if fe ren t ia ted  stream o f phenom ena. W ilson 's  p recise regu la t ion  of 
fo rm al e lem ents  in the m idst o f such d is rup t ion  g ives  rise to an object, 
even  as the means o f respond ing  to it are left fo r  the b eho lde r  to 
d iscover.
Conclusion
By uti l is ing  the terms o f severa l d isc ip l ines  - theatre, v isua l arts, 
l i terature  and music - yet a l low ing  them to opera te  independen t ly  o f one 
ano the r  ra the r  than com b ine  to p roduce  "the co llec t ive  a r t -w o rk " ,104 
W ilson  w ishes to "build  an agreed-upon  language  with the aud ience  and 
then, des troy  it in o rder to reb u i ld "105. It is a strategy that in fo rm s much 
of the work cons ide red  here in that it a cknow ledges  the va lue  of ex is ing 
form, w he ther  it be the ga l le ry  space in which the M inimal scu lp tu re  is 
s ituated or the a ttent ion  accorded  Beuys because o f the expec ta t ions  
the beho lder has of the artist. W h a t d is t ingu ishes this work as
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perfo rm ative , how ever, is tha t form is not a l lowed  to func t ion  as the 
boundary  w ith in  w h ich  the ob jec t  may be known, nor is it s imply that 
which must be transgressed . Instead, d is rup t ing  the terms o f the work 
c lears a space in w h ich  artist and beho lde r  can  func t ion , unencum bered  
by the need to d e fend  or a ttack that which w as  there  before  them.
In add ress ing  the p ractices of the f ive  a r t is ts  iden t if ied  above, the 
fo l low ing  chap ters  exam ine ways of w o rk ing  that exem p li fy  d if fe ren t 
approaches to the d isrup t ion  o f form. R ob e r t  Morris, w hose work is 
cons ide red  in the open ing  chapter, not on ly  g en e ra tes  some o f the most 
p rovoca t ive  M in imal scu lp tu re  o f the per iod , but a lso enters  into the 
cr it ica l debate  conce rn ing  the sta tus o f fo rm . He does not use theory  
p r imarily  to de fend  or exp la in  his p ractice  b u t  ins tead employs it as the 
most su itab le  m eans of express ing  certa in  ideas; it becom es a fu r the r  
p ractice  s ituated  a longs ide  his invo lvem en t in num erous fie lds, inc lud ing  
dance, f i lm  and po l i t ics . A l lan  Kaprow, the  most p ro li f ic  ins t iga to r o f 
Env ironm ents  and Happenings , is the s u b je c t  o f the  second chapter. 
From a posit ion  o f p re -em inence  at the beg in n in g  of the 1960s, Kaprow 
fo l low ed  the im p lica t ions  of the  work even  as they led him fu r the r  away 
from the a tten t ion  o f  the art world  By con tras t ,  Joseph  Beuys and his 
work, cons idered  in chap ter three, are fe te d  by the art es tab l ishm ent; 
the con trad ic t ions  aris ing from  the a r t is t ’s cham p ion ing  o f art as the 
c rea t ive  potent ia l o f  the ind iv idua l even  as the stage from  which he 
dec la im s rests on the  econom ica l ly  d riven  es tab l ishm en t,  is but one of 
the tens ions  that frus tra te  any pro longed  co ns ide ra t io n  of Beuys The 
Body A rt is t Chris Burden s itua tes  much o f h is work at the o r ig ina t ing  
point of th is tens ion , namely the  d if f icu l ty  o f  a r t icu la t ing  the se lf w ithou t 
it being a pp rop r ia ted  by, and conta ined  w ith in , the m edium em ployed fo r  
th is purpose  G enera t ing  reac t ions  that tend  tow ard  e ithe r  adm ira t ion  or 
d isgust, rare ly  ind if fe rence , Burden 's  in ten t is not to shock, but to reach 
beyond the point a t which such re f lex  responses  inh ib it  the d ia logue
page 41
between ind iv idua ls. A f te r  exp lo r ing  Burden 's  work in chap te r  four, the 
f ina l  chap te r  regards the inn ova t ive  work arising from Robert W ilson 's  
jux tapos ing  of he te rogenuous  e lem ents  w ith in  and aga ins t the  
param eters  o f the stage.
The range of p rac t ices  cons ide red  here can not be though t o f as 
inc lus ive, as one of the  un ify ing  charac te r is t ics  o f pe r fo rm ative  work is 
its formal d iversity. It is the nature  o f  the  work  tha t is perform ed, an 
encoun te r between artist, ob jec t  and b eho lde r  in the world, ra ther than  a 
gathering  o f the three that can only rea ff irm  the ir  re la t ionsh ip  with one 
ano ther and to the world  beyond  the ga l le ry  or thea tre  space. W h e the r  
the  work addresses the role o f  the artist, the sta tus of the object, the 
purpose o f art, the expec ta t ions  of the beho lde r or any o the r area 
p rev ious ly  obscured by the  unquestioned  sta tus of form, it ca nn o t 
proceed in isolation. D is rup t ion  o f one o f  the terms upon which form  is 
p red ica ted  inev itab ly  w eakens  the s tab i l i ty  of the others. In th is sense, 
the  work, or more correc t ly ,  the p rovoca t ion  occas ioned  by it, is 
necessar i ly  perform ative , as it becomes the site fo r  the genera t ion  of 
identity  o f  artist, ob jec t and beho lder as they work th rough  fo rm  
(per-form) rather than w ith in  it.
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1 Robert Morris: Sculpture in the footlights
The d ive rs ity  of Robert Morris ' ac t iv i t ie s ,  embracing sculpture, 
dance, fi lm, perform ance, po lit ica l ac t iv ism  and  writing, are a reflection 
of the a rt is t 's  concern  to exp lo re  spec if ic  ideas  and theories rather than 
sub ject these  to the cons tra in ts  o f any one  d iscip line. His part icu la r 
a f f in i ty  fo r  scu lp tu re  is e v iden t in a body o f  work that employs the 
scu lp tu ra l ob jec t as an open ing  gam bit in a d ia logue  with the beholder. 
This then overshadow s the centra l i ty  of the  object, as the sense o f the 
work being perfo rm ed exceeds  that of it being present within the 
physica l l imits o f the scu lp tu re  For such a d ia logue to occur, Morris 
ins t iga tes  a series of d is junc t ions  that e n a b le  object and beholder to 
meet in the same space. Once in it ia ted, th e s e  moves have a cumula tive  
effect, ca ll ing  into ques t ion  the fu n d a m e n ta l  tenets upon which the 
autonom y o f the ob jec t rests. Morris ' work  cha l lenges  the "o therness" of 
the art work  p ropounded  by the c r it ic  S u san n e  Langer',  h ighlights the 
conserva t ism  o f C lem ent G reenberg 's  M odern is t  doc tr ine2 and prompts 
M ichael Fried to acknow ledge  a fu nd am e n ta l  d is t inction between the 
au tonom ous  ob jec t  and the work of M orr is  and o ther M in imalis t 
scu lp to rs , mark ing not a sh if t  in co n te n t  or even form but in the 
re la t ionsh ip  between object, a rt is t and b e h o ld e r .3
This chap te r  p rim arily  cons ide rs  the a r t is t 's  sculptura l works in the 
period 1960-1970  that stage the encoun te r  o f  ob ject and beholder, which 
will be d iv ided  into two d is t inc t groups. T he  firs t of these, the simple 
po lyhedrons, o r  Primary S tru c tu re s4, are d iscussed as a means of 
sh if t ing  the re la t ionsh ips  tha t cons t i tu te  fo rm  from with in  the work out 
into the im m edia te  c ircum stances that they  share  with the beholder. The 
second group, p resaged by Morris ' essay "A n t i  Form" 5, signal a move 
away from  bas ic  geom etr ic  shapes w ith  a strong gesta lt toward 
engagem en t w ith  m ater ia ls  tha t f rus tra te  th e  immediate assim ila t ion of
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form. The work addressed be low  is inva r iab ly  add ressed  by crit ics in 
re la t ion  to Minimal A rt6 (P r im ary  S truc tu res) and Process A rt (Anti Form). 
The pho tog raphs  of the Pr im ary S tructu res (see p la tes 4, 7 and 10) are 
pe rhaps  the most comm only  rep roduced  im ages dep ic t ing  Minimal Art, 
wh ile  the  Anti Form work and the  part ic ipa tory  p ieces both engage with 
the M in imal aesthet ic , though  are cons ide red  by severa l cr it ics to mark a 
break w ith  w ha t came to be regarded  as "a ph i losoph ica l  com m itm ent to 
the abstract ,  an t icom pos it iona l,  m ater ia l o b je c t” .7 In her s tudy of M inimal 
Art, F rances C o lp if t  res tr ic ts  the  term to the p lastic  arts, and to the 
per iod from Frank Ste lla 's  b lack  pa in t ings in 1959 unti l  Robert Morris' 
p rocess  orien ted  work at the end of the 1960s8. However, to p redicate  
an unders tand ing  of the w ork  o f th is period on the  ob jec ts  that remain  is 
to cons truc t  a num ber of ch a rac te r is t ics  by w h ich  they  m igh t co llec t ive ly  
be known, perpe tuating  an unders tand ing  o f  the w ork  as conta ined  
w ith in , and em anating  from, the  object.
It will be argued that, u nd e r  scrutiny, the  p lace o f the  ob ject in the 
work is 'm in im ised ' such tha t "M in im alism  was in essence  an att i tude, not 
a sty le , and the appearance  o f  m in ima lis t w o rk  was a consequence  of 
that a t t i tu de " .9 A num ber o f a rt is ts  deemed to fa l l  w ith in  its remit e ither 
d isapp roved  o f the term "M in im al",  or else, as is the case  with Robert 
Morris, who referred to it as "so -ca l led  M in imal A r t "10 were  susp ic ious of 
its conno ta t ions  "M in imal" im p lies  a pe jo ra t ive  judgem en t,  and to its 
de trac to rs  p rov ided the m om entum  to bem oan  the work 's  lack of 
c o n te n t .11 The argum ent is con tes ted  by Morris ' dec la ra t ion  that 
"S im p lic i ty  of shape does not necessari ly  equate  w ith  s implic ity  of 
e x p e r ie n c e " .12 The move from  a concern  w ith  shape, an opt ica lly  
d isce rned  characte r is t ic ,  to the  genera t ion  o f  an experience , engag ing  
the senses in a non -com partm en ta l ised  m an ne r  and o f a durat iona l 
natu re , s i tuates Morris' w o rk  w ith in  a p e r fo rm a t ive  ra the r  than a wholly  
v isua l con tex t
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Obstacles in the gallery space
C on fron ted  by the 64 f t 3 bulk of Morris ' Slab  (see plate 4 on page 
10), a ttend ing  the th ree  n ights requ ired  to hea r Philip  G lass' Music in 
Twelve P a r ts '3, or observ ing  the f lu id i ty  o f motion in Yvonne  Rainer 's  
dance  p iece The M ind is a Muscle, Trio A '4, the beho lde r  is unlike ly  to 
fee l th a t there  is a lack of mater ia l to engage  with. If anyth ing  is lacking, 
it is adherence  to the art o f the past as norm ative , a sen tim en t the 
scu lp to r  Donald Judd suggests  g ives  rise to the be l ie f tha t new work is 
reduct ion is t:
If changes in art are com pared  backwards, there  a lways 
seems to be a reduction, s ince only old a ttr ibu tes  are 
counted  and these  are [a l jw ays  fe w e r  . If my work is 
reduc t ion is t  it 's because it d oesn 't  have  the e lem ents  tha t 
peop le  th ou gh t should be th e re .15
Just as reduc t ive  tendenc ies  em erge  by adher ing  to past notions 
o f content,  so too do d if f icu l t ies  in percep tion  arise because the 
beho lde r  is cond it ioned  into p rescr ibed  ways o f a ttend ing  to works of art. 
In the s leeve notes to M usic in Twelve Parts, Philip  G lass asks the 
pertu rbed  l is tener  to persevere , so that
when it becom es a pparen t tha t noth ing  'happens ' in the 
usual sense, but that, instead, the g radua l accre tion  of 
musica l m ater ia l can and does serve  as the basis o f the 
l is tener 's  a ttent ion, then he can perhaps d isco ve r  ano the r  
mode o f l is ten ing. It is hoped tha t one w ou ld  then be able 
to pe rce ive  the music as a 'p resence ',  freed  of d ramatic  
s tructure, a pure medium o f s o u n d .16
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Objects
eliminate
or
minimize
Dances
1. role of artist's hand 1. phrasing
2. hierarchical relationship of 
parts
2. development and climax
3. texture 3. variation: rhythm, shape, dynamics
4. figure reference 4. character
5. illusionism 5. performance
6. complexity and detail 6. variety: phases and the spatial field
7. monumentatity
substitute
7. the virtuosic feat and the fully extended 
body
1. factory fabrication 1. energy equality and "found" movement
2. unitary forms, modules 2. equality of parts, repetition
3. uninterrupted surface 3. repetition or discrete events
4. nonreferential forms 4. neutral performance
5. literalness 5. task or tasklike activity
fig 5 chart by Yvonne Rainer showing relationship between minimal sculpture 
and recent dancing, from "A Quasi Survey of Some "Minimalist" Tendencies in 
the Quantitatively Minimal Dance Activity Midst the Plethora, or an Analysis of 
Trio A
As the crit ic  John Perreau lt  observes , in a cogen t exeges is  of 
M inimal A rt 's  concerns, "what is m in imal about Minimal a rt . . . is  the  m eans  
not the e n d s ."17 In M usic  in Tw elve Parts, the beho lder is inv ited  to 
a ttend to "the gradual accre tion  o f musical materia l", ra the r  than the 
charac te r is t ics  of the materia l. S im ila rly , in a chart accom pany ing  her 
ana lys is  o f The M ind is a M uscle, subsequen t ly  known as Trio A (see fig 
5), Yvonne  Rainer draws para lle ls  be tw een  Minimal ob ject w o rk  and her 
"M in imal Dance Act iv i ty" ;  in p lace  o f "v a r ie ty p h ra s e s  and the  spatial 
f ie ld" she subst i tu tes "s ingu la r  action , event, or to n e "18. Such s ingu la ri ty  
is e v iden t in the mainly  p lywood Pr im ary S tructu res - shapes o f  re la t ive ly
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few  sides, being sym m etr ica l in two or more p lanes - tha t Morris w orked  
w ith  from the early  1960s, fo rm s that:
... if they do not negate  the num erous re la t ive  sensa tions  of 
co lour to tex tu re , scale to mass, etc., do not p resen t c learly 
separa ted  parts  fo r  these  k inds o f  re la t ions  to be 
es tab l ished  in te rm s o f shapes. Such are the s im p ler forms 
that c reate  s trong  gesta lt  sensa tions . The ir  parts are bound 
toge the r  in such  a way tha t they  o ffe r  a maximum 
res is tance to' percep tua l separa t ion . In terms o f solids, or 
fo rms app licab le  to scu lp ture , these  gesta lts  are the s impler 
p o lyhe d ro ns .19
The ca ta logue  en try  for Robert Morris ' Slab  (one o f a m inority  o f 
his works to be g iven  a ti t le) is as fo l lows: "S lab. (1962-68). Pa in ted  
W ood, 11 5/8 x 95 3/4 x 95 3/4 in ."20 There  is noth ing, beyond the co lou r  
of the paint - a dull, ba tt lesh ip  grey tha t Morris u ti l ises in all his 
scu lp tu res  of the  per iod  - and the phys ica l i ty  o f  the th ing, tha t 
d i f fe ren t ia tes  the desc r ip t ion  from the ob jec t  itself. Even the ti t le  den ies  
a llus ion, and only  the  d isc repancy  be tw een  the mass o f the wood and 
tha t o f stone, the m ate r ia l most usua lly  assoc ia ted  w ith  the word, a l lows 
the beho lde r  to e n te r ta in  the abs trac t o ve r  the l i teral. Implic it ly  ca ll ing  
a tten t ion  to the art w o rk  as a phys ica l ly  ve r i f iab le  ob jec t  in the absence  
o f an appeal to any th ing  beyond its con fines , the  work cha l lenges  
Susanne  Langer 's  co n te n t io n  in F ee ling  and  Form  that:
All fo rm s in art. are abs trac ted  fo rm s; the ir  con ten t is only 
a semblance, a pure appearance , w hose  func t ion  is to make 
them, too, a p p a ren t  - more free ly  and who lly  apparen t than 
they could  be i f  they  were e xem p li f ied  in a co n te x t  of real 
c ircum stance  and  anx ious  in te re s t .21
A work such as S lab  is more c lose ly  a ll ied  w ith  'rea l c ircum stance ' 
than  semblance - the re  are no im m ed ia te ly  apparen t e lem ents  of co lour,
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shape, contrast, or focus tha t reach beyond the physical p resence  o f  the 
object. In th is instance, the ob jec t 's  rec t i l inear form to ta lly  occup ies  its 
g iven  d imensions. In contrast ,  the scu lp tu re  o f An thony Caro, w hose 
work Michael Fried cham p ions  w h i ls t  den ig ra t ing  that o f Morris, is 
typ if ied  by ske le ta l structures. E a rly  One M orn ing 22 (see p la te  3 on page 
10), a work con tem poraneous  w ith  Slab, occup ies a small frac t ion  o f  its 
g iven  vo lume, its extrem it ies  only  a tta ined  by th in  steel beams pro jec t ing  
from  the "body" o f the work. The in terna l re la t ionsh ips  o f C aro 's  p iece 
are such tha t they inv ite  cons ide ra t ion  in an th ropom orph ic  te rm s, an 
extens ion  of w ha t Langer re fe rs  to as " l iv ing  fo rm "23. Thus, though  the 
physical ex is tence  or occupancy  o f space o f Slab  is abso lu te ,  its 
'p resence ', tha t which Lange r ca lls  "the lure of the o b jec t"24 would  
appear to be d im in ished in the  absence  o f con tras t ing  or ju x tap ose d  
e lements  part icu la r  to the work. W ith in  Langer's  f ram ework , the 
a ttraction  a work of art exe rc ises  o ve r  the beho lde r - note how the ob ject 
is ascribed vo li t ion  when engag ing  w ith  her aes the t ic  - is fu nd am e n ta l  to 
its status as such:
The m ost immediate  im press ion  [a work o f art] c rea tes  is 
one o f 'o therness ' from  rea lity  - the impression o f an i l lus ion 
en fo ld ing  the th ing, action , s ta tem ent, or f low  o f sound that 
const i tu tes  the work. Even where the e lem en t o f 
rep resen ta t ion  is absent, w here  noth ing  is im ita ted  or 
fe igned  - in a love ly tex t i le , a pot, a bu i ld ing, a sonata  - th is  
a ir of i l lus ion, o f being a sheer image, ex is ts  as fo rc ib ly  as 
in the most d ecep t ive  p ic ture  or the most p laus ib le  
narra tive . 25
This a ttrac t ion  is not to be confused  w ith  the d ep endency  upon 
the beholder tha t Fried obse rves  in the l i te ra l is t  work, that " re fuses  to 
stop con fron t ing  him, d is tanc ing  him, iso la t ing  him." 26 The ' lu re ' that 
Langer refers to is the en t icem ent o f the beho lde r  into the dom ain  of the 
object. The "sheer image", accord ing  to Langer, con ta ins  w ith in  it the
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meaning or "v ita l im port"  of the form. In the  case  o f scu lp ture , "the 
ob jec t is rem oved  from  the real world  in o rder  to trans la te  its data into 
entire ly  v isua l te rm s, i.e. to  m ake ta c tu a l sp ace  v is ib le" 27. Thus, 
scu lp tu re  and pa in t ing , wh ile  possess ing  d i f fe re n t  formal qua li t ies , 
aspire  to the same cond it ion , tha t of v is ib i l ity . T he  d is t inc t ion  between 
the two forms is made at the  level of the v ir tua l  mode they employ: 
"scene" in the case  o f  pa in t ing  - "a space o pp os i te  the eye and re lated 
d irect ly  and essen t ia l ly  to the eye" - and "vo lum e" - a three d im ens iona l 
space which is ce n tred  on and der ives  its p ro po r t io ns  and re la t ions  from 
the ob jec t - a sem b lance , or im age  o f our own space, in the ins tance  of 
scu lp ture . The ob jec t ,  then, both  lures the b eh o lde r  and genera tes  "v ita l 
import", from w ith in .
Morris' S lab  adm its  o f no such centre  f rom  which "v ita l import" 
may emanate. T ra d it io na l scu lp tu re  inv ites  the  b eh o lde r  to pene tra te  the 
ex te r io r  to locate  the  s truc tura l log ic  of its d isp lace m e n t in space It calls 
upon the tens ion  be tw een  the e lem ents  o f its su r fa ce  and, in f ig u ra t ive  
pieces, the o rgan ic  centre  o f  the trans fo rm a t ion  o f inan im ate  mater ia l 
into the s ign if ie r  fo r  l iv ing  m a tte r28. In contrast ,  M orris ' grey po lyhedrons ' 
only points of o r ien ta t ion  are the ir  edges. Such is the adherence  to 
rec t i l inear form in S lab  tha t the edge, ra ther than m ark ing a con f luence  
or d iss ipa t ion  o f in te rn a l tens ion, is the po in t  at w h ich  the beho lde r  can 
engage  with the work. The lack o f interna l co he s io n  is again e v id en t  in a 
g roup of f ib reg lass  p ieces Morris p roduced  in 1967 (p late  7), com prised  
of bu ild ing b locks  o f  e lem en ta ry  shapes - isosce les  tr iangle , banked 
curve, square, o b long  etc. These  were a rranged  and rea rranged  into 
var ious  com pos ite  fo rm s  (such as an "a th le t ics  s tad ium " der ived  from 
fou r  banked cu rve s  and fou r  isosce les t r iang les ),  though the c learly  
v is ib le  points o f in te rsec t ion  d raw  a tten t ion  to th e  a rrangem en t as only 
one poss ib i l i ty  am ong  many and the re fo re  the  in te rna l logic is equa lly  
uns tab le  It is in te res t in g  to note  that all o f the  p ieces  in th is series that
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Plate 7. Robert Morris. Untitled (Wedges). 1967. Grey fibreglass
subscr ibe  to an enclosed shape, w he the r  circular, ovo id , square, or 
rec tangu la r,  move toward a centre tha t is e ithe r  empty or d im in ishes  to 
noth ing , re in forc ing  the lack of an in te r io r  tha t determ ines the outward 
a ppea rance  of the o b jec t .29 In Passages in  M odern S cu lp tu re . Rosalind 
Krauss  notes that th is ex te rna l i ty  o f m eaning  marks a sh if t  from a 
p r iva te , psycho log ica l space to a public, cu ltura l space such that ra ther 
than  the ob ject detach ing  i tse lf from its actua l setting it depends  on it to 
de te rm ine  what it is .30 W ithou t the necessary  formal e lem ents  w hereby 
the  "shee r  image" is created, the ob ject must be expe rienced  ra ther than 
perce ived
Such an approach to the ob jec t runs coun ter to the fundam enta l 
p r inc ip le  o f Langer's  theory, that of "S ign if ican t Form", a p rope rty  that 
d is t ingu ishes  art from o ther matter, "in which the facto r o f s ign if icance  is 
no t log ica l ly  d iscr im inated, but is fe lt  as a qua li ty  ra ther than recogn ised
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as a func t ion ."31 Lest the reader m ainta in  any  vestige  of be l ie f in the 
notion that th ey  are someth ing  more than a w itness to the work o f art 's 
immanence, Langer augm ents  her a rgum en t by declar ing that:
..we m igh t do better to look upon  the art ob ject as 
som eth ing  in its own right, w ith p rope rt ies  independen t of 
our p repared  reactions - p rope rt ies  which command our 
reactions, and make art the a u tonom ous  and essentia l 
fac to r  th a t it is in every  human c u l tu re .32
Langer is con ten t to obse rve  th a t these propert ies  are 
unques t ion ing ly  p resen t in art, and not e lsew here . Though pa in t ing  is 
d is t ingu ished  from scu lp tu re  by the d i f fe re n t  mode o f the v ir tua l 
employed - 'scene ' and 'vo lum e' resp ec t ive ly  - the two forms are united 
in Langer's a es th e t ic  in the ir  p ro jection  o f  a 'sheer image'. G reenberg  
fe lt  that de f in ing  p ropert ies  shou ld  be fo regrounded  in the work, 
dec lar ing tha t the respons ib i l i ty  o f each a rt  form be to recogn ise  and 
openly acknow ledge  those  unique to its m ed ium :
It was the  stressing, however, of the  ine luc tab le  f la tness  of 
the support  tha t rem ained m ost fundam enta l in the 
p rocesses by which p ictoria l art c r i t ic ised  and defined  i tse lf 
under M odern ism .
In ca ll ing  a tten t ion  to the f la tness  o f the support, G reenberg  
acknow ledges  the th ird d im ension  even  as he exc ludes it from the  
d isc ip line  of paint ing. W here  the qua li t ies  Langer ascribes to va r ious  
forms of art do not in trude into the world o f  the  beholder, but are ins tead  
held w ith in  a v ir tua l realm, Greenberg  adm its  the physical, tac ti le  world  
into the p rev ious ly  se lf -pe rpe tua t ing  sphere  o f the art object. G reenberg , 
perhaps inadve r ten t ly ,  b reaches the d is t inc t ion  between image and 
ob ject that Susan  Langer regards as a fu nd am e n ta l  e lem ent in the w ork  
of art:
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An image is, indeed, a purely v ir tua l "object". Its importance 
lies in the fa c t  th a t  we do not use it to guide us to 
someth ing tang ib le  and  practical, but trea t it as a complete 
en t i ty  with only  v isua l a ttr ibu tes and re lations. It has no 
others; its v is ib le  ch a rac te r  is its entire  be ing .33
G reenberg  d is tances  h im se lf  from the M in imalis ts  by suggesting 
that they  are too c lose ly  a ll ied  to non-a rt in the ir  p romotion of the third 
d im ens ion34. The ve ry  qua li t ies  G reenberg  declares to be the concern of 
the M odern is t art work  - he c ites pa in t ing 's  concerns as "the f la t surface, 
the shape of the support,  the p ropert ies  o f p igm en t"35 - are physical 
a ttr ibu tes  in excess of the  "str ic t ly  optica l th ird d im ens ion "36 that he 
believes the M odern is t a rt is t  evokes. To reach its goal of "the 
express ion  of an a b s o lu te "37 Greenberg  suggests  that the limits of 
express ion  be con jo ined w ith  physical l im ita tions:
The essentia l norms or conven t ions  o f paint ing are also the 
l im iting cond it ions w ith  which a m arked-up  surface  must 
comply  in o rder  to be experienced  as a p icture Modernism 
has found tha t these  l im iting cond it ions  can be pushed back 
inde f in ite ly  before  a p ic ture  stops being a p ic ture  and turns 
in to  an a rb it ra ry  ob ject ;  but it has also found that the fu rther 
back these limits a re  pushed the more exp l ic it ly  they have 
to be observed  38
By employing these  physical p ropert ies  in the serv ice o f the 
p ic ture 's  immanence, G reenberg  s ituates form at the heart of the art 
object. The lack o f a ppa ren t con ten t in the work o f the painters 
G reenberg  acknow ledges in his essay39 is seem ing ly  com pensated  fo r  by 
the acknow ledgem ent of the  pa in t ing 's  form. As Jean-F ranço is  Lyotard  
remarks, though the abso lu te  m ight be invoked by the m issing contents, 
it is a nosta lg ic  ra ther than  an uncom prom is ing  exerc ise  as "the form, 
because of its recogn isab le  cons is tency, continues to o f fe r  to the reader
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or v iew er m atte r  fo r  so lace  or p leasu re ."40 Though  Greenberg  recogn ises  
a pa rad igm atic  sh if t  tha t he d iscerns as M odern is t, it is a rea l ignm en t of 
the in h e re n t p ropert ies  o f  the work. The work o f Morris cha l lenges  this 
internal ad jus tm ent of p r io r i t ies  by re fus ing  to adhere  to the au tonom y of 
the object; the scu lp tu re 's  physical p rope rt ies  are cons ide red  not as 
matter tha t m ight cons t i tu te  the sub ject o f scu lp ture , but as the bas is  for 
address ing  the p rev ious ly  unacknow ledged  e lem ents  that con tr ibu te  to 
the expe r ience  o f art. Morris sugges ts  that concern  w ith  internal 
re la t ionsh ips  cede to those  outs ide and acting  upon the ob ject; "space, 
l ight and the v iewer 's  f ie ld  o f v is ion ".41
In the same w ay tha t Langer regards  the re la t ionsh ips  w ith in  a 
work o f art as co ns t i tu t ive  rather than as its contents, Slab, fo r  exam ple , 
invites the  beho lder to regard the re la t ionsh ips  between th ese  three 
e lements  and the ob jec t as const i tu t ing  its  import. Because the  work is 
regarded in the con tex t o f the a fo rem ent ioned , it cannot "de tach  itse lf 
from the real world", as it lodges itse lf  - and de te rm ina tion  o f w ha t this 
s e lf  is, in re la t ion  to the  w ide r  art expe r ience  - w ith in  the te rm s of the 
phenomena l.
Langer con tends tha t scu lp ture  no t only trans fo rm s its ob jec thood  
into v ir tua l k ine tic  vo lum e, but that it lays claim to the space su rround ing  
it;
[The vo lum e] is more than the area which the f igure  ac tua l ly  
occup ies  The tang ib le  form has a com p lem ent o f em p ty  
space  that it abso lu te ly  com m ands, that is g iven  with it, and 
is, in fact, part o f  the scu lp tura l vo lum e  The f igure  i tse lf  
seem s to have a sort of con t inu i ty  with the em p tiness  
a round it, how eve r  much its so lid  masses may asser t  
them se lves  as such. The void e n fo lds  it, and the en fo ld ing  
space has vita l fo rm  as a con t inua t ion  of the f igure  42
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Again , l ike the ob ject 's  negotia t ion  w ith  the v iew er in Langer's 
aesthet ic , it is on the fo rm er's  terms - "abso lu te ly  com m ands"-  that 
space is dea lt w ith . Morris' fou r  m irrored cubes  43 (plate 8) inve rt the 
idea of the ob jec t  c la im ing space fo r i tse lf  by g iv ing  the i l lus ion o f space 
invad ing  the ob jec t .  The fou r  cubes, pos it ioned  to occupy the corners of 
a square, re f lec t  the h ighly po lished ga l le ry  f loor, its walls, ce il ing, the 
beholder (at c lose  prox im ity) and each o ther. It is an il lus ion ism  of sorts, 
yet tem pered by the know ledge that the su rface  image of the ob ject is 
not f ixed, but ra the r  contro l led  by the space, l ight and, primarily  - 
because the im age  alters with m ovem ent - re la t ionsh ip  to the beholder. 
In this sense it is a cognate  fo r  the essence  of the ob jec t being 
determ ined in re la t ion  to e lem ents  ou ts ide  o f  its physical domain. 
Because of the p lacem ent o f the cubes, the ir  ex is tence  is e ithe r only in 
outl ine  - the space  seem ing to con tinue  onto  the surface, accurate ly  
mirroring the conve rgence  o f  walls  or the  pa tte rn  of the f loo r  that one
Plate 8 Robert Morris. Untitled 1965. Plexiglass mirror on wood, four pieces 
each 28x28x28"
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would  see if the cubes were rem oved  - or e lse  in relation to the 
d isp lacem ent o f the space they re flec t: the ir  fo rm  is contingent on the 
su rround ing  c ircum stances. Furtherm ore, the spac ing of the cubes 
inv ites  the beho lde r  to walk am ongst them , c rea t ing  a s ituation in which 
the ' in terior ' o f the  ob ject - the trad it iona l 'o rgan ic  centre ' o f the 
au tonom ous  ob jec t - is composed not o f  the core o f  the externa l image, 
but that image itself, re f lec ted  in the ad jacen t cubes, on equal terms with 
the e lements  o f space, l ight and beholder. It is a staging that is rea lised 
by the beho lde r as she traverses  the gallery, in a continual, chang ing  
re la t ionsh ip  w ith  the object.
W hile  the re f lec t ive  surfaces o f  Morris' cubes o ffe r  much fe rt i le  
g round fo r  d iscuss ion , and the use o f  mirrors fea tu res  p rom inen tly  in 
Morris ' w o rk ,44 the  fou r m irrored  cubes a lso  fo reground  the 
in te rpene tra t ion  o f ob jec t  and env ironm ent.  In an in te rv iew  with David 
Sy lves te r,  Morris ta lks  o f his work as be ing
... less in t rove r ted  than som eth ing  like Brancusi. It seems 
more open and ex troverted , in some way m akes one more 
aware m aybe o f oneself. But fo r  me it doesn 't  go to the 
point o f be ing  env ironm ent. You know, it 's like these 
polar it ies. I ju s t  don 't th ink  th a t  that 's  the  r ight kind of 
language  to use; that it 's e ithe r  an ob jec t  or it's an 
env ironm en t - that, if you slip ou t o f the com pac t in troverted  
focus, then you 're  in an e n v iro n m e n t.45
By re fus ing  to acknow ledge  his p ieces as env ironm enta l,  Morris 
evades  a fo rm a lis t  snare. His scu lp tu res  do not asp ire  to the cond it ion  of 
the trad it ional, se lf - re fe ren t ia l  art ob jec t  but ne ithe r  are they a ll ied with 
the con tem po raneous  notion o f env ironm ent, p ropounded  by Allan 
Kaprow as a "su rround ing  to be en te red  in to ."46 It is not on the leve l of 
d isce rn ib le  s im ilar i ty  and d if fe rence  th a t Morris ' work is d is t inc t from 
Kaprow 's  env ironm ent,  but on that o f the  sens ib i l i ty  that informs the two
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approaches. W hile  both work aga ins t the  fron ta li ty  o f Langer's  "shee r  
im age” , Kaprow 's  de f in it ion  of env iro n m e n t fo rm a lises  it to the e x ten t 
that p r io r  to expe rienc ing  the  work certa in  ground rules are ev iden t - it 
will su rround  the beholder, it is "en tered  into". In contrast, Morris' p ieces 
have c lea r ly  de f ined  phys ica l l imits but the ir  re la t ionsh ip  with the  
c ircum stances  in which they are found cannot be de term ined in advance  
o f the beho lde r  (as a fu r the r  c ircum stan tia l e lement) ente ring  the space 
G iven th a t the work inv ites  the b eho lde r  to d iscern its meaning beyond  
the phys ica l charac te r is t ics  o f the ob jec t  itself, then it must nego tia te  
with its env ironm en t even though  it does not, of itself, dete rm ine  it. In 
N otes on S cu lp tu re  P a rt II, Morris w rites
. . . the  space of the room itse lf  is a s tructur ing fac to r  both in 
its cubic shape and in terms o f the kinds of compress ion  
d if fe ren t  sized and p ropo rt iona l rooms can e f fec t  upon the 
ob jec t-sub jec t  terms. That the space o f the room becomes 
o f such importance  does not mean that an env ironm enta l 
s i tuat ion  is being estab l ished. The total space is hopefu l ly  
a lte red  in certa in  des ired  ways by the p resence of the 
ob ject. It is not con tro l led  in the sense of being ordered by 
an aggrega te  of ob jec ts  or by some shaping o f  the space 
su rround ing  the v ie w e r .47
Morris  argues aga ins t the d iss ipa t ion  o f the ob jec t 's  abil ity  to lure  
the beh o lde r  - its "o the rness" - being com p lem ented  by an accre tion o f 
m ean ing  e lsewhere  in the space 48. The terms in which he descr ibes the  
re la t ionsh ip  between the ob jec t and those  e lements  which relate to the  
expe r ienc ing  o f it, are c lose r  to the  defin it ion  o f env ironm ent as 
c irc u m s ta n tia l ra ther than the c ircum jacen t notion exp l ic it  in Kaprow 's  
'su rround ing ' space Morris ' work acc rues  meaning in the sh if t ing  g round  
be tw een  the d e n ia l of ex te rna l e lem ents , and the ir  access ion  - as a 
resu lt o f the ob ject 's  se lf-d e n ia l - to the status o f "o therness". Though  a 
work such as C orne r P iece  49 - a tr iangu la r-shaped  ob jec t des igned to sit
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f lush w ith  the co rner  of the gallery, b lurr ing the m eeting  of two walls  - 
may thwart a ttem pts  to d isce rn  "s ign if ican t form", its size a lone re fu tes 
any idea of it deny ing  its ob jec thood ; on the  contrary , it fo reg rounds  the  
th ing  itse lf. In common with severa l o the r works by Morris, C o rn e r P iece  
seems to be supported  by the room itself, o r can be seen as p ropp ing  up 
the wall, ( though close inspect ion  revea ls  it is actua l ly  suspended). 
Neither in te rpre ta t ion  is g iven  p recedence  - ins tead, fu r the r  am b igu it ies  
emerge; is the p iece m erg ing  into its su rround ings  or redefin ing  them  by 
imposing an add it iona l face  on the conven t iona l box-s ided  room? is the 
piece slumped from a drop from  the ce il ing  or r isen from  a space on the 
f loor?  In te rp re ta t ion  in th is  ins tance  is sub jec t to the c ircum stances  in 
which the work is found, and the beholder, ra the r  than sens ing  a 
"r igh tness" about a v ir tua l rea lm , has to make sense of the ir  own world 
that has been p rob lem atised  by the ex is tence  o f the  ob jec t w ith in  its 
bounds.
The most im m edia te  qua li t ies  o f Morris ' g rey po lyhed rons  are 
the ir  size and the ir  adhe rence  to s imple geom e tr ic  forms. The sca le  of 
the ob ject is not a rb it ra r i ly  a rr ived  at, but takes its o r ien ta t ion  from  the 
size of the human body, w h ich  dete rm ines one 's pos it ion  in re la t ion  to it. 
Morris argues that:
It is necessary  l i te ra l ly  to keep one 's  d is tance  from large 
ob jects  in o rder to take  the who le  o f any one v iew  into one 's  
f ie ld  o f v is ion. The sm aller the ob ject the  c loser one 
app roaches it and, the re fo re ,  it has co rrespond ing ly  less o f 
a spatia l f ie ld  in w h ich  to ex is t fo r  the beholder. It is th is  
necessary  g rea te r  d is tance  o f the ob jec t in space from  our  
bodies, in o rder tha t it be seen at all, th a t s truc tures  the 
non -persona l or pub l ic  mode However, it is ju s t  th is  
d is tance between ob jec t  and sub jec t tha t crea tes a more 
ex tended  s ituation, fo r  phys ica l par t ic ipa t ion  becom es 
n ecessary .50
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Im plic i t  in Morris ' com m ent is the  sense tha t the shared space  of 
b eho lde r  and ob jec t is rea ff irm ed  by th e ir  m eeting on equal te rm s - the 
b eho lde r  ne ither hav ing  to stoop o ve r  or peer up at the ob jec t bu t ra the r  
able to address it from  a posit ion  s im ilar to that assum ed in socia l 
in te rcourse . E lsewhere , Morris  sugges ts  that the e ffec ts  o f his o b jec ts  do 
not inc rease  in d irec t re la t ion  to th e ir  d im ens ions  because were he to 
en la rge  them to m onum en ta l  p roport ions , the size a lone would  b ecom e  a 
loaded term - imp ly ing  grandeur, e x travagance , dom ina tion  - w o rk ing  
aga ins t the s e lf -e f fa cem en t th a t the e lem entary  shape and 
m onoch rom atic  appea ra nce  of the ob jec t  p ro fesse s .51 C onverse ly ,  the 
sense o f  inde te rm inacy  th a t his o b jec ts  exude  is he igh tened  by the ir  
re la t ion  to body size; they  do not pe rm it  one to abs trac t them in to  some 
L i l l ipu t ian  or B robd ignag ian  realm bu t suggest to the beho lde r th a t  they 
have im port w ith in  th e ir  spatia l po in ts  o f re fe rence. The d im ens ions  of 
many o f Morris ' Pr im ary S truc tu res  are a rr ived  at by u t i l is ing uncu t 8 'x4 ' 
sheets  o f wood, w hich  a lthough, one assum es, they were  chosen so as 
to "bu i ld  in the s im p les t,  most reasonab le  w ay ”52 are th e m se lve s  
p roduc ts  o f such an approach  and der ive  the ir  d im ens ions  from  the 
hum an form  (the he igh t o f a wall and a b readth  fac i l i ta t ing  ca rry ing ). 
Pine P o r ta l,53 (p la te  9) th rows am b igu ity  on the s ign if ied  doo rw ay  by 
s tand ing  in free s p ace .54 The p ropo rt ions  of the  piece, and the u t i l i ta r ian  
m ate r ia l and cons truc t ion , fu rthe r conv ince  the beho lde r that the  ob jec t  
is c lose r  to the fu nc t io na l than the aes the t ic , but the inv ita t ion  to regard  
the p iece  as m ark ing a passage from  one space to ano the r  is su b jec t  to 
the beh o lde r  nego t ia t ing  w ith  the ir  concep t o f space It is th is d ia log ue  
be tw een  the p re conce ived  and the fa c t  o f the p resence o f the o b je c t  that 
charac te r ises  the w ay in which Morris ' un ita ry  fo rm s are expe r ie nce d  
A llud ing  to Ducham p 's  R eadym ades as a consequence  o f  its u t i l i ta r ian , 
func t iona l nature  and bearing  an u nequ ivoca l ti t le, the work o f fe rs  the 
b eho lde r  the stark co n tras t  be tw een  the v ir tua l doorway, h av ing  the 
appea rance  of a porta l, and a func t iona l doorway, its sta tus con fe rre d
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Plate 9. Robert Morris Pine Portal 1961 Wood, circa 96x48x12"
through usage  In the ins tance  of Pine P o rta l, the b eho lde r  is aware of 
being held  in a state hovering  between a pass ive , v isua l 
acknow ledgem ent o f th e  ob jec t and an ac t ive  one tha t requ ires  them to 
invest it w ith  s ign i f icance  th rough  a pe r fo rm ative  act. Those  ob jects that 
do not dec la re  th em se lve s  to  be any part icu la r  th ing  necess ita te  the 
beholder a ttem p ting  to seek ou t s ign if icance  th rough  per fo rm ing  actions 
with respect to the ob jec t .
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Severa l o f the  Primary S truc tu res  set up a d ia logue  between the 
concep t ion  o f the  ob jec t as a w ho le  and the part ia l v iew  o ffe red  from  
any one  pos it ion : thus the m enta l image o f a cube as s ix-s ided can 
neve r  be expe r ienced  at any m om ent as more than th ree-s ided. 
O bv ious ly ,  no scu lp tu re  can be seen all at once, and Morris 
d is t ingu ishes  his Pr imary S truc tu res  from  more com p lex  forms by the 
s treng th  o f the g es ta l t  they c re a te .55 However, it wou ld  seem more likely 
that the  d if fe rence  res ides in the na tu re  o f the gesta lt,  g iven  tha t Langer 
subscr ibes  to the  imm ediacy  and s trength  o f the to ta l i ty  - and M ichael 
Fried bears  down on Morris w ie ld ing  the same a rgum ent; tha t "a t e ve ry  
m om en t the  w ork its e lf  is  w ho lly  m an ifes t"  56 He continues:
(O ne 's  e xpe r ience  of a Caro is not incom p le te , and one's 
co nv ic t ion  as to its qua li ty  is not suspended , simply 
because  one has seen only  from  w here  one is s tanding. 
M oreover, in the grip o f his best w ork  one 's v iew  of the 
scu lp tu re  is e c lip se d  by the scu lp tu re  i tse lf  - w h ich  it is 
p la in ly  m ean ing less  to speak o f as only  p a rtly  p resent). It is 
th is  co n t in uo us  and entire  p resen tness , am oun ting , as it 
were, to the  perpe tua l c rea t ion  o f  itse lf ,  tha t one 
expe r iences  as a kind o f in s ta n ta n e o u s n e s s ,57
Fried co nce ive s  o f the ob jec t  as de f in ing  i tse lf  at the m om ent of 
pe rcep tion , and his sense o f e c lip se  echoes  Langer 's  "shee r  image" tha t 
p resen ts  itse lf  o v e r  the p rac t ica l ly  loca ted  object. M orris ' objects, save 
fo r  ins tances  such as Slab  and P ine  P o rta l, do not dec la re  them se lves  to 
be any known th ing ; they do not come into the world  fu l ly  fo rm ed save 
fo r  th e i r  a dhe rence  to a g eom e tr ic  construc t .  In the  absence of the 
i l lus ion  o f f ron ta l i ty  tha t the "shee r  image" p resents, and, able to d iscern  
the s im p le  shape  o f the p iece, the  beho lde r  becom es aware o f the 
a rb it ra r iness  o f  th e ir  pos it ion  in re la t ion  to the object. Moving from th is 
in it ia l pos it ion  does  not a lte r  the overa l l  m en ta l cons truc t ion  o f the form 
but sepa ra tes  it from  the perce ived  phys ica l ob jec t  Rather than
page 65
perpe tua ting  an unchanging  image of i tself, Morris ' ob jec t  is the cata lys t 
fo r  a dynam ic in terp lay between a continu ing  g es ta l t  that suggests  a 
to ta li ty  but w i thou t content, and the su bsequen t a ttempts by the 
beho lde r to substan t ia te  the whole. This requires the  beho lder to change 
pos it ion  and focus - from g iv ing  a ttention  to the fa l l  o f l ight on a surface 
to its posit ion  re la t ive  to a wall, fo r  exam ple  - to m ake choices both in 
terms o f how to reo r ien ta te  he rse lf  with regard to  the  object, and how, 
and if, the chang ing  c ircum stances re late to the in it ia l  conception  of the 
object. The dec is ions  are in te rdependent, as B r ian  O 'Doherty  notes, 
d is t ingu ish ing  between an in te l l igen t "Eye" and a subserv ien t 
"S pe c ta to r ” :
The Eye urges the body around to p rov ide  it w ith 
in fo rm ation  - the body becomes a d a ta -ga the re r .  There is 
heavy tra f f ic  in both d irec t ions  on this senso ry  h ighway - 
between sensation  concep tua lised  and co n ce p t  ac tua l ised .58
This d iv is ion  is most fu l ly  rea lised in M orr is ' fi lm, Gas S ta tion  
(1969 )59 which cons is ts  of two reels s im u ltaneous ly  pro jected. Both were 
shot from the a rt is t 's  w indow  in Newport, C a l i fo rn ia ,  over look ing  a 
garage The left hand image is a f ixed  w ide ang le  v iew , whils t the right 
pans and zoom s around the scene some ten seconds  a fte r the time 
dep ic ted  on the left. The beho lde r  is engaged in con t inua l ly  checking the 
to ta li ty  on one side aga inst the  fragm entary  in fo rm a t ion  accum ula ted  on 
the other. The w ork  also se rves  to h igh l igh t the a rb it ra ry  dec is ions made 
in explor ing the two images on screen, as the t im e  delay enables the 
beho lde r  to assess  the re la t ive  im portance o f the  even ts  tha t Morris 
chooses to focus  on with the rov ing camera a ga in s t  the memory of what 
they rem em bered  about the scene (whether it be a car driv ing past or an 
a t tendan t c lean ing  a w indscreen) in the near p a s t  These choices then 
become not so much an exp lo ra t ion  of the w ork  as an ind ication of the 
nature  of the person  making the choices
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Plate 10. Robert Morris. Untitled (L-Beams). 1965-67. Grey fibreglass
The 'L ' beam s60 (see plate 10) e xh ib i ted  as a group o f two or 
three, are a fu rthe r exam ple  of p rim ary s truc tu re . The repeti t ions  o f the 
■ L' shape, and the p lac ing of them in d i f fe re n t  p lanes of o r ien ta t ion  in 
re la t ion  to each other, deve lop  the a pp roach  to the o b je c t  seen in ear l ie r 
p ieces such  as Slab  and the fou r m irro red  cubes. The presence  o f th ree 
s truc tu ra l ly  identica l 'L ' shapes, one p laced  to resem b le  the letter, one 
'ly ing dow n ',  and the o the r ba lanced  so that th e  r igh t-ang le  is 
upperm ost, toge ther form  a com pos ite  v ie w  of the shape  exh ib it ing  its 
th ree poss ib le  (unsupported ) o r ien ta t ions  in space, and, from certa in  
a n g le s 61, all e ight s ides of the shape W ith  the so li ta ry  object, the  shape 
could be know n  but not seen  in to ta li ty . W ith  three iden t ica l ob jects  in 
d if fe ren t  pos it ions, all the sides o f the shape  can be seen  but there  is no 
sing le shape  to which they belong
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Morris ' rec tangu la r  box, a 1966 work again bu i l t  to the d im ensions 
o f the e ig h t -b y - fou r  sheet of w o o d ,62 creates a s trong gestalt, a fixed 
point of re fe rence, that w ith in  the  shape conta ins the  re lat ionship  of the 
top, sides and unders ide to each other. With the ' L' beams, the form ing 
of such a g es ta l t  is a rb it ra ry  - w ha t is the top in one position is a side in 
ano the r  - and resu lts  in choos ing  one form in p re fe rence  to ano the r  - the 
'L' shape ins tead  of the 'up arrow ', fo r  exam ple  - and regard ing  the 
o the rs  as inve rs ions  o f the 'p r im e ' form. Because th is form is 
ou tnum bered  by -its varian ts , and because it w ou ld  be impossib le  to 
regard one w i tho u t  know ledge  - though  possibly ou t o f the s ight - of the 
o the r two, th e  gesta lt is much w eake r  than tha t o f  other, ind iv idua l 
objects. As a result, the  work inv ites  the beho lder to move around the 
ob jects  to f ind  an optim um  pos it ion  from which the  gesta lt can be most 
nearly  accom m oda ted  w ith  the v is ib le  a rrangem ent o f  the p ieces before 
them. Thus, w h i le  m ovem ent a round the single ob jec t  is p rompted  by the 
d isc repancy between strong ges ta l t  and insu ff ic ien t content, the 'L' 
beams p ro voke  m ovem ent to reso lve  that between a weak gesta lt  and 
an o ve rab un da n ce  of content. This is not to sugges t that reso lu tion  is 
the point to w h ich  the work aspires; the value res ides  in an awareness o f 
the means, ra th e r  than a t ta inm en t o f  a prescribed end
In adm it t ing  the  chang ing  c ircum stances o f  space, l ight and 
re la t ive  body posit ion  into cons ide ra t ion  of the ob ject, the work is a lso 
sub ject to th e  passage of t ime In the latter ha lf  o f the 1960s Morris 
worked w ith  a w ider range o f m ater ia ls , though he usua lly  sti l l employed 
one subs tance  fo r each p iece, as in the w ork  made of expanded  
a lum in ium m esh  fo rm ing  a rec tangu la r  ob ject with a concave top 63 (plate 
11.) A p p roach ing  the object, the  ges ta lt  is im m edia te ly  g rasped, though 
as the b e h o lde r  comes closer, the structure and the  materia l both seem 
to com prom ise  the so lid ity  o f  form. The in te rna l armatures become 
apparen t as the  beho lder nears, requir ing the inhe ren t characte r is t ics  of
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Plate 11. Robert Morris. Untitled 1968. Expanded aluminium, 36x144x144"
the m ate r ia l to be cons idered , nam e ly  its tendency to defo rm  w itho u t 
support. As a result , the ob jec t is seen  to be part ic ipa t ing  in the same 
res is tance  to g rav ity  as the beholder. The dip towards the centre  a llows 
the f lo o r  to be seen th rough the m esh at c lose prox im ity  (ano the r  
ins tance  o f the em pty  centre  p re v a le n t  in the art is t 's  work) w h i le  the 
surface  in the near d is tance  is h igh l igh ted  by the partia l re f le c t ion  of 
light. The c rosshatch ing  of the m esh 's  surfaces adm its  o f va ry ing  shades 
(depe nd en t on the light and the b eho lde r 's  pos it ion) and the w a l ls  and 
f loor are v is ib le  in and th rough the w ork . There are d is t inc t d if fe ren ce s  
between th is and the pa in ted  p lyw ood  p ieces, a ttr ibu tab le  to a 
recogn it ion  of the p ropert ies  of the respec t ive  m ater ia ls  em p loyed , but 
they are united in a re fusa l to syn thes ise  form  and content.  The ir  
re la t ionsh ip  is de te rm ined  by the beho lder, who, in the absence  o f  the 
co nc lus ive  "sheer image", chooses to  what they will a ttend, the  vital 
import be ing  a rr ived  at not at once, no r  in conc lus ion, but o ve r  t im e  In
page 69
C lem ent Greenberg  and  Michael Fried's concep tion  o f the M odern is t 
work, time is acknow ledged  only to the e x te n t  that it is genera ted  and 
determ ined by the ob ject .  The term "co n tem p la t ion "  that frequen tly  
surrounds such a rgum en ts  is well chosen , convey ing  the sense o f a 
pass ive  gaze on an unchang ing  form. F r ied 's  " ins tan taneousness" is not 
the denia l of real t ime, but, like the supe r im pos it ion  o f the to ta li ty  of the 
scu lp ture  i tse lf  o ve r  one 's  necessari ly  p a r t ia l  v iew  o f it, its "eclipse". 
Though  there are fu nd am en ta l  d if fe rences  between Langer and Fried on 
certa in  aspects of the trea tm en t of time in the arts, they concu r in their 
dec lara tion  o f " t im e lessness" before  the ob jec t .
The a cknow ledgem en t o f the p a ssa ge  of t ime (as opposed  to the 
i l lus ion or rep resen ta t ion  of t ime) as an in h e re n t  part of the work o f art is 
even  more heretica l to  M odern is t se ns ib i l i ty  than a llow ing  that the  work 
occup ies real space; it is one th ing to a d m it  the Gods have descended  
from  Olympus to l ive  on this earth, but to  suggest they have fo rsaken 
the ir  immorta lity  unde rm ines  the fo u n d a t io n s  of belief. If the ob jec t  is not 
possessed o f a t im e lessness  or " in s tan ta ne ou sne ss"  then the passage  of 
t ime allows the b e h o ld e r  to adopt a m o re  crit ical re la t ionsh ip  to the 
object.
The physica l p resence  of the o b je c t  a llows that it be cons ide red  
w ith  respect to the l igh t,  the beholder, and the space they share, but it is 
the beholder who de te rm ines  how much t im e  they will spend a ttend ing  to 
the object, and who, in the span o f th is  t ime, is at l iberty  to enterta in  
con fl ic t ing  op in ions  on the object. The o b je c t 's  lack of autonom y not only 
requ ires tha t the beh o lde r  make ch o ic e s  as to how  to go about 
app rehend ing  it, but a lso for how long, i f  at all Any durat ion  will be 
a rb it ra ry  and will no t resu lt in the o b je c t  f ina lly  being known, fo r  the 
exam ina tion  p roceeds in real t ime and th u s  in formation  accum ula ted  can 
not be fu lly app lied  to  the continua lly  ch an g ing  c ircum stances, but must
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adm it  of its con t ingen t status. This is the ant i thes is  of the M odern is t 
a rres t ing  of t ime be fo re  the work o f a rt  that is at the ir  heart o f Fried 's  
denunc ia t ion  of Morris:
... if only one w ere  in f in ite ly  m ore acute, a s ing le  in f in ite ly  
brief ins tan t w ou ld  be long enough  to see every th ing , to 
experience  the w ork  in all its depth  and fu l lness, to be 
fo reve r  co nv inced  of it. (Here it is worth  noting that the  
concept of in te res t implies tem pora li ty  in the form o f 
continu ing  a t ten t ion  d irected at the object, w hereas the 
concept o f conv ic t ion  does no t. )64
W ith  every phrase  a llud ing  to the ine ffab le  - " in f in ite ly ",  "every th ing ",  
" fo reve r"  - there  is l i t t le  hope o f  Fried adm it t ing  the com m onp lace  
passage of t ime into the  experienc ing  o f  the art object.
The fou r  m irrored  cubes, the com pos ite  p ieces and the 'L ' beams 
can be regarded as both  confo rm ing  to an externa l order, and repea ting  
ind iv idua l ob jects, though  these qua li t ies  are subse rv ien t to  more 
apparen t charac te r is t ics ; the re f lec t ive  surface, the con t ingency  o f  form 
and the e f fec t  o f va r ia t ion  respective ly . Repetit ion  and o rde r ing  are, 
however, the fo rem os t charac te r is t ics  o f a series o f works p roduced  in 
1967/8 The nine a lum in ium  open b o x e s ,65 th irty six inches on all sides, 
and spaced th ir ty  six inches apart, cons is ts  of the repeti t ion  of the 
ind iv idua l un it and the  placing o f these  in a part icu la r  con f igu ra t ion . 
Again , the cho ice  o f m ate r ia l ente rs  into cons ide ra t ion  of the work, as 
each edge is s igna l led  not jus t  by the  meeting of p lanes but by r ive ted 
corner p ieces. This su rface  inc ident marks a d is t inc t po int of c losu re  and 
heigh tens the co n f l ic t  between regard ing  the work as an ind iv is ib le  unit 
or as ind iv idua l e lem en ts  repeated. The very qua li t ies  of o rde r ing  and 
repetit ion  under l ine  the  d iv is ion, the fo rm e r  requir ing an a p r io r i system 
under which the not ion  o f ind iv idua l i ty  is suppressed in fa v o u r  o f  unity
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and the la t ter need ing  the ind iv idua l i ty  of the o b je c t  to be fo rem ost so 
that it can be fa i th fu l ly  reproduced. W here  the  separa tion  in space 
favou rs  repetit ion , i ts  regu la ri ty  suggests o rder ing ; the unit in the m idst 
o f the p iece may ow e  its posit ion  to the d ic ta tes  of some scheme o f 
o rdering  or e lse as the source from which all o th e r  units are der ived. 
Both o rder and repe t i t ion  are capable  o f underm in ing  the au tonom ous 
object, the fo rm e r because  it imposes a s truc tu re  from outs ide  of the  
object, and the la t te r  because the den ia l o f th e  object 's  un iqueness 
p rov ides  re fe ren ts  by  which it may be judged.
The in te rde pe nd e n t  qua li t ies  of o rder and  repetit ion  o f fe r  ways 
into the work bu t do not lead to a d e f in i t ive  reso lu tion where the  
beho lde r  is able, in Fried 's  words, "to expe r ience  the  work in all its depth  
and fu l lness, to be fo re ve r  conv inced  o f it." Jus t how f ine ly  poised the  
qua li t ies  o f o rder and repeti t ion  are in th is w o rk  can be judged  by 
com paring  it w ith  a later w ork  cons is t ing  of f iv e  a lum in ium  g irde rs  
running  the length  of the p iece resting on f ive  girders trave rs ing  the  
w id th .66 The co m b ina t ion  of ind iv idua l ob jec ts  so that one rests o r is 
rested on by f ive  o the rs  s trengthens the sugges t ion  of the whole  o v e r  
the separa te  com ponen ts .  A lso the re la t ionsh ip  between the form of the  
s ingu la r  and the com pos ite  con tr ibu tes  to th is d is t inc t ion , the shape o f  
the box being p re s e n t  in the ind iv idua l e lem en t and the a rrangem en t, 
while  the g irders, in g rav ita t ing  toward p e rcep t ion  as a unitary squa re  
structure  lessen th e  sense o f length e v iden t in the ind iv idua l p iece. 
L ikew ise, the ind iv id u a l  com ponen ts  of the respec t ive  p ieces com pound  
the d if fe ren t  re la t ionsh ip  to o rder and repe t i t ion ;  the boxes ' open to ps  
suggest an in te r io r ,  p r ivate  space possessed  o f  each unit, but th is  is 
ba lanced  by the open  spaces between the e lem en ts  of the com pos ite  
object. The g irde rs , a lthough they can be d ism an tled  into abutt ing  'u ' 
channe ls , carry w ith  them a s trong sense o f ind iv is ib le , p ractica l ob jec ts , 
focus ing  a t ten t ion  on the ir  a rrangem ent ra th e r  than the ir  ind iv idua l
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s ign if ican ce  67 The question  o f w he ther the ob jec t exh ib its  un ita ry  or 
rep l ica ted  form is less conce rned  with cha l leng ing  the  uniqueness o f the 
a rt ob jec t  (the choice o f indus tr ia l g irders  as the cons t i tuen t e lem en t 
show s  the artist to be at e ase  with the mass p roduced  in his art) than  
w ith  fu r the r  d isrup ting  an ins tan t  grasp o f  the ob jec t ’s import, inv it ing  the 
b e h o ld e r  to in terrogate  it fu rthe r.
Too much to see and everything to do
The way in which cho ice  of mater ia l is fo reg rounded  in Morris ' 
w o rk  has a lready been suggested . It is seen most c lea r ly  in the se r ies  of 
p ie ce s  made from fe lt. W h e re  Joseph Beuys' use o f fe lt stems from  its 
pe rsona l,  iconog raph ic  s ign if icance, Morris ' fe l t  p ieces carry the 
u t i l i ta r ian  nature  of the m ater ia l;  as underlay, l in ing, etc. Unlike Morris ' 
p re v io u s  materia ls, p lywood, steel and a lum in ium , that have  a 
p e rm anency  and r ig id ity  tha t they  share w ith  those  trad it iona l ly  em p loyed  
in scu lp tu re  - s tone and b ronze  - fe lt  is malleable . W ith  the fe lt p ieces, 
M orr is  makes no a ttem pt to mainta in  a p rede te rm ined  form aga ins t the 
pull o f g rav ity  but on the con tra ry  a llows grav ity  to d ic ta te  the form . He 
is n o t  primarily concerned  w ith  g rav ity  in the fe lt p ie ces68 so much as the 
m o v e  away from what he te rm s  "ob jec t- type  art” .
In his essay "Anti Form", Morris acknow ledges  the way in which  
his and o thers  use o f the cube  and rectang le  has been "b rough t so far 
fo rw a rd  into the de f in it ion  o f  the work" tha t it "s tands  as a se lf -su ff ic ien t 
w h o le  shape rather than as a re la t ional e lem ent"69 Though the Primary 
S truc tu res  have been cons ide red  in re lation to the ir  concern  with 
p rocess  ra ther than p roduct,  it is the p rocess  o f the b eho lde r  
asce r ta in ing  the work from  the  object p roduced by the artist. The work 
w ith  p lywood resu lted in shapes  imposed on the m ate r ia l by the a rt is t. In 
th e i r  adherence  to s imple geom etr ic  shape, they  s ignalled  a po in t  of
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union be tw een  art is t and beho lder - v isua l recogn it ion  o f a conceptua lly  
unders tood  con f igura t ion  - and a tten t ion  w as  focused on the ir  spec if ic  
ro les in re la t ion  to th is known entity. H av ing  inves t iga ted  the physica lity  
inheren t in Po llock 's  pa in t ings, Morris becam e d issa t is f ied  w ith  the 
seem ing inev i tab i l i ty  o f the  object a ris ing  from  the activ ity , w ish ing  to 
concern  h im se lf  w ith  the process of m aking . Rodin's acknow ledgem ent 
o f the  p las t ic i ty  o f m ate r ia l th rough au tob iog raph ica l  means ( leaving 
traces  in the f in ished  w ork  of the inden ta t ion  o f his hands whilst 
scu lp t ing ) is t rans fo rm ed , in the w ork  o f Pollock and Louis, Morris 
argues, into "the more d irec t reve la t ion  o f  m atter i t s e l f '70. W hile  the 
Primary S truc tu res  add ressed  the re la t io n sh ip  between the ob jec t and 
the beholder, the ir  cond it ion  as the rea l isa t ion  of the artist 's  intent 
pe rpe tua ted  a concern w ith  the art ob ject. It is worth noting that Morris 
comes to th is conc lus ion  as 'M in imal Art' becom es w ide ly  known as a 
gener ic  term  for pa r t icu la r  work, de te rm ined  by what it looks like rather 
than  w ha t it does. By 1968, the w ork  o f  Morris and o ther Minimal 
scu lp to rs  had m oved from  being d isp layed  in small, downtown New York 
ga lle r ies  to gain ing the va lida t ion  of the  large ins t i tu t ions .71 With 
h inds igh t,  Morris recogn ised  that the work, fa r  from being reduction ist, 
accrued  a degree of se l f -pe rpe tua t ion  as a d is t inc t and recogn isab le  
form:
How Pollock broke the dom ina tion  o f Cubis t fo rm  is tied to 
h is inves t iga t ion  o f  means: tools, methods o f making, 
na tu re  of materia l. Form is not pe rpe tu a te d  by means but by 
p reserva t ion  o f separab le  ide a l ised  ends This is an 
an t i-en trop ic  and co nse rva t ive  en te rp r ise  2
S lab  did not exam ine the  nature of the  m ate r ia l it employed, ra ther the 
cho ice  o f  p lywood was pred ica ted  on its su itab il i ty  fo r  fash ion ing  the 
in tended  o b jec t .73
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In objec t- type  art p rocess  is not vis ib le. Materia ls o f ten  are.
W hen they are, th e ir  reasonab leness is usua lly  apparen t.
Rigid industria l m a te r ia ls  go toge the r  at r ight ang le s  with 
g reat ease. But it is the a p rio r i va lua t ion  o f the w e ll-bu il t  
tha t d ic tates the m ater ia ls . The we ll-bu il t  form o f objects 
preceded any cons ide ra t ion  of means. Mater ia ls  them se lves  
have  been lim ited to those which e f f ic ien t ly  m ake  the 
genera l ob jec t fo rm .74
A work com pris ing  tw o  p ieces o f  ha lf- inch  th ick fe l t 75 (plate 12) is 
shown - in Michael C om pton  and David  Sy lves te r 's  o v e rv ie w  of Morris' 
work up until 1971 - in tw o  a rrangem ents , ne i the r  of w h ich  a llude to a
Plate 12. Robert Morris. Untitled 1968 Grey felt, two pieces each 'A" thick
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In ob jec t - typ e  art p rocess is not v is ib le  M ater ia ls  often are.
W hen they  are, the ir  reasonab leness  is usua lly  apparent.
Rigid industr ia l m ate r ia ls  go toge the r  at r ight ang les with 
great e ase  But it is the a p r io r i va lua t ion  o f the  well-bu il t  
that d ic ta te s  the mater ia ls . The we ll-bu il t  fo rm  of objects 
p receded  any cons ide ra t ion  o f means. M ater ia ls  them selves  
have been  lim ited to those  which e f f ic ien t ly  make the 
gene ra l  ob ject fo rm .74
A w ork  compris ing  two p ieces o f ha lf- inch  th ick  fe l t75 (p late 12) is 
shown - in M ichae l C om pton and David  Sy lves te r 's  ove rv iew  of M orris ' 
w ork  up unt i l  1971 - in two a rrangem en ts , ne ither o f  which a llude  to  a
Plate 12. Robert Morris. Untitled 1968. Grey felt, two pieces each 1/ j" thick
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recogn isab le  shape. The composite  p ieces d iscussed  earlier w ere  also 
d isp layed in var ian t arrangem ents , though these  d if fered in two 
important respects; f irs t ly , the number of va r ia t io n s  was l im ited  and 
secondly, the final shape was conce ived  by M orr is  before  being 
executed. In the fe lt  p ieces referred to above, though  th e y  share the  two 
points o f f ix ture  to the wall, the ir  shape  cannot be reduced  to a prime 
form from which all real and potentia l va r ia t ions  can b e  traced; on ly  the 
amount o f materia l p resen t remains constant. W here  S lab  tends toward 
the suppress ion  of all e lem ents  other than its shape, th e  fe lt p ieces  exist 
primarily as felt. If only one piece had been exh ib ited , the  sense tha t the 
ob ject w as but one of an inf in ite  number o f p oss ib i l i t ies  ra the r  than 
having an "o therness" aris ing from its unique shape  would no t be as 
evident. However, the tem pora li ty  o f the shape, the f a c t  that it cou ld  not 
exist in tha t form outs ide o f the continu ing  c ircu m s tan ces  of its present 
d isplay, would  reassert the sense of randomness.
Morris ' long assoc ia t ion  with fe lt  has gen e ra ted  an evo lv ing  body 
of work. Those tha t most c lose ly subscr ibe to the p o le m ic  of his essay 
'Anti Form' were p roduced at the end of the 1960s. A nine fo o t roll of 
half- inch grey industria l fe lt, d isp layed in  196876 (p la te  13) was p laced on 
the ga l le ry  floor, loosely rolled, inv it ing  the beho lde r to  regard it as raw 
materia l, and, unlike R ichard Serra 's co rrespond ing  Thity-F ive  Fee t o f 
Lead R o lled  Up77, tha t fo rm s a near pe rfec t cy l ind e r ,  suggests  a 
t rans ien t state ra ther than an immutab le  ob ject .  Furtherm ore, its 
p lacem ent on the wooden  f loor of the Leo Caste ll i  G a lle ry  inv i tes  the 
beholder to cons ider the  materia l in terms o f its fu n c t io n  ra the r  more 
than as what appears to be an arb itrary form. It w ou ld  be wrong to 
equate  the  e lement o f chance  in the fe lt  p ieces w ith  Duchamp's Three 
S top pa ge s ' 8 in which the form of the work was de te rm ined  by the 
manner in which th reads dropped by the a rt is t la n d e d  on the canvas 
Chance in that instance re lated to the u np red ic tab le  e ffect o f gravity;
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Plate 13. Robert Morris. Untitled 1968 Grey felt, 'A x  72 x 108 in.
with the fe l t  p ieces it is the  point at which the  art is t or the e xh ib i to r  s tops 
m an ip u la t ing  the p re -e x is ten t ob jec t th a t  is sub jec t to chance. 
C on sequen t ly ,  because  the ob jec t is  p re -ex is ten t,  the e f fo r t  of 
de te rm in ing  form (both on the part of Morris in shap ing  the fe lt  and the 
beho lder in try ing to d isce rn  the subsequen t shape) can e ithe r be seen 
as i r re le v a n t  if one subscr ibes  to the p r im acy  o f the  object, or, resu lts  in 
the ob jec t  becoming a f ixed  po in t abou t w h ich  the beho lde r and the 
art is t may perform  with respect to each o ther.
The early  fe lt  works, espec ia l ly  those  tha t had tang led  s trands of 
the m a te r ia l  fo l low ing  convo lu ted  rou tes th rough  each other, were  
un repea tab le ,  though  cura tors  did a t te m p t to rep roduce  the  exac t 
in te rw e a v in g  patterns in subsequen t e x h ib i t io n s 79. As the work evo lved ,
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Morris ' increasing fam il ia r i ty  with the m ater ia l 's  p ropert ies led to a more 
e labo ra te  and more evoca t ive  ordering, p rompting  one crit ic  to observe 
its "ba roque" qua lity  and its phall ic  shape.80 The enduring nature of the 
docum enta t ion  - if not the ob jec t  itse lf - f ixed  the work. To counter this 
f ix i ty ,  Morris produced "sca tte r"  p ieces or "ea r thw orks"81 which he 
descr ibed  as
a spread of subs tances or th ings tha t is c learly  marked off 
from the re’st o f the  env ironm ent and there  is not any 
confus ion  about w he re  the work stops. In th is sense it is 
d iscrete  but not o b jec t- l ike .82
As with the early fe l t  works, the beho lde r  was unlike ly  to discern 
any in form ing  princ ip le  in the work, save fo r  the absence of such a 
p rinc ip le . E arthw ork  (1968) (plate 14) com prised  a mound of earth, 
g rease  and peat con ta in ing  various m eta ls and fe l t83, invit ing 
cons ide ra t ion  as the rem ains  of some ob jec t tha t no longer exists. 
W h e re  Joseph Beuys' scu lp tu res  often sugges t such a d isso lution, they 
are charged, as in the case o f  The End o f the  Tw entie th  C en tu ry84 (plate 
15), w ith  an emotive  a t tachm en t to the past and a corresponding 
aw areness  of a present tha t cannot resurrect what has passed. Though 
Morris ' sca tte r p ieces con ta in  no overt re fe rences to anyth ing beyond 
them se lves , it is again the ir  permanence, both spatia l and temporal, that 
a l lows form to adhere to the  work. The physica l l imits o f the works, 
th ou gh  irregular, remain l imits. As Allan Kaprow  notes, in a response to 
M orris ' 'Anti Form' essay, the  sca tte r p ieces opera ted  "stric t ly  in contrast 
to, o r  now and then in con f l ic t  with, enfram ing  spaces"85.
Kaprow chose to evade  form th rough  the deve lopm ent of 
H appen ings  that d ispersed the object into the actions of those  engaged 
in its  fo rmation. Morris, in a work entit led  C on tinuous P ro je c t A lte red  
D a ily86 (plates 16 & 17), a ttem pted  to lessen the focus on the object by
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Plate 14. Robert Morris. Earthwork, 1968 Earth, grease, peat, steel, copper, 
aluminium, brass, zinc, felf, approxiamately 24x60x84"
Plate 15. Joseph Beuys. The End o f the Twentieth Century. 1983-85. 31 basalt 
stones with clay filled cavity and cone shaped insert wrapped in felt. Overall 
size variable
page
Plate 16. Robert Morris. Continuous Project Altered Daily 1969 Earth, water, 
paper, grease, plastic wood, (state 2)
Plate 17. Robert Morris. Continuous Project Altered Daily 1969 Earth, water, 
paper, grease, plastic wood (state 5)
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inst i l l ing  it w ith  his own activ ity. O v e r  a period of a month M orr is  
m an ipu la ted  a large quanti ty  o f earth, rubble, fe lt  and other m a te r ia ls  
into d if fe ren t fo rm ations , the final stage compris ing a room bare save fo r  
traces o f the p rev ious  days' ac t iv ity  and  pho tographs of the p re ced ing  
s tages o f the work. The inc lus ion o f  the photographs m irrors th e  
evo lv ing  nature  o f the work - the m aking and record ing are not a c t iv i t ie s  
that are inc identa l to an ob ject that is se lf -su ff ic ien t,  but instead, m ig h t  
be construed  as the point o f the exerc ise  The ob jec t that does n o t  
acknow ledge  its m aker or its aud ience  is rep laced by a work that o p e n ly  
dec lares its con t ingency  upon the a rt is t  who adds, subtracts and  
m an ipu la tes  its cons t i tuen t e lem ents , and the beholder, w h o s e  
expe r ience  of the work is dependen t on when they choose to attend. T h e  
f ina l stage o f the work does not m ark a sh ift from scu lp tu re  to 
docum enta t ion , but posits the pho tog raphs  as a fu r the r  m an ipu la t ion  o f 
the m ater ia ls  em p loyed  by the artist: they  occupy the same space, a nd  
like the more solid m atter  m an ipu la ted  in p rev ious stages, require  th e  
part ic ipa t ion  o f the  artist.
Unlike the bu ild ing b lock Primary S tructu res tha t were rea rranged  
into d if fe ren t co n f igu ra t ions  during th e ir  res idency in the gallery (p la te  
7), C on tinuous P ro je c t A lte re d  D a ily  does  not sh ift from  one d isce rn ib le  
form to another. L ikew ise, it does not become 'f ixed ' into one o f  its 
po ten t ia l ly  l im it less o r ien ta t ions  as is the  case with the fe lt p ieces. To 
dec lare  that Morris ' ac t iv ity  is  the work, however, is to reconce ive  th e  
ob jec t in d ram atic  ra ther than p lastic  te rms, to m ainta in  the se pa ra t ion  
between the w ork  as a d iscre te  en t i ty  that can be assessed and  
rep resen ted  and those  that produce and consume it. Just as M orr is  
d is rup ts  form w ith  the Primary S truc tu res  by refus ing to cons ide r them  as 
e ithe r ob ject or env ironm ent,  so the per fo rm at ive  qua li ty  of C o n tin u o u s  
P ro je c t arises from  resis t ing a concep t ion  of the work in e ithe r d ra m a t ic  
or p las t ic  terms. Instead, artist, ob jec t  and beho lder are inv ited  to
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recons ider the ir  resp ec t ive  posit ions as the w ork  cha llenges and begs 
redefin it ion  of the ir  roles.
Though Morris a d m its  a m ult i tude o f  m ate r ia ls  into C on tinuous  
P ro je c t , as well as pa r t ic ipa t ing  in the work, it is d is t inc t from the  
accum ula t ion  of e lem en ts  in Assem blages and Env ironm ents  and the  
per fo rm ative  nature of H appen ings . The "found" items that popu la te  a 
R auschenberg  combine pa in t ing  cha l lenge  the beho lder 's  assum ptions  
about them through a rad ica l  jux tapos it ion  w ith  o ther e lements . The 
identity  o f ind iv idua l e le m e n ts  such as the s tu f fed  goat and the  car ty re  
in M onogram 87 (plate 18), fo r  example, is su ff ic ien t ly  strong to inv ite  the  
beho lder to attend to the  d ia logue be tw een  them even  as they  
contem p la te  the whole. T h e  beholder 's  ac t ions  w ith  respect to the w ork  
can be seen as usurp ing  the  autonom y of the ob jec t as they de te rm ine  
its o rien ta t ion  and its im port .  Morris' Pr imary S truc tu res  s im ilar ly  inv ite
Plate 18 Robert Rauschenberg Mongram. 1955-9 Freestanding Combine 
42x64x64'/,"
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the beho lder to inves t iga te  the ir  c ircum stances, though, un like  the 
surfe it  of phenom ena in Assem blages, such an inves t iga t ion  is prompted 
by a dearth  o f  stimuli. Both the  Primary S truc tu res  and Assem blages 
question  the su ff ic iency  of a pure ly  v isua l percep tion  o f the art work. In 
both ins tances, the ob jec t be fo re  the beho lder ope ra tes  not in accord 
w ith  Langer's  p rinc ip le  of "sem blance" but ev inces its physical ex is tence. 
Thus, Fried dec lares Morris ' scu lp tu re  to be " l i te ra lis t", concerned "not to 
d e fea t or suspend its own ob jec thood , but on the contrary  to d iscover 
and pro ject ob jec thood  as su ch ”88 whils t  Assem blage  p laces 'the th ing 
i t s e l f  ra ther than its rep resen ta t ion  w ith in  the  work. There are 
d is t inc t ions  between these  m odes of enquiry, but they  both a ttem pt to 
evade  form  by making the work con t ingen t on the act ions of the 
beho lde r  w ith  respect to the  object before  them. W here  Kaprow 
deve lops  the notion o f the ob jec t as a p rovoca tion  to be met by the 
beho lde r  in his Happenings and Act iv i t ies , Morris chooses to lessen the 
concern  with the fo rm a l p rope rt ies  of the ob ject by fo reground ing  its 
construc t ion .
A concern  with process is not best served by work that cons is ts  of 
im m utab le  objects. The Primary S tructu res had p layed on the 
expec ta t ions  o f the beho lde r  to generate  a chang ing  perception  of what 
w as a f ixed  object. Appa ren t in these s tructures was the com m onp lace  
nature  o f the m ater ia ls  and the way in which they  were assem bled, 
thw art ing  a ttempts to d iscern  an in form ing  princ ip le  in the work beyond 
the ine lud ib le  rea lisa tion o f a part icu la r  shape W ork ing  with fe lt, Morris 
ass igns prim acy to the m ater ia l ra ther than  the shape he in tends to form; 
the resu ltan t ob ject a ris ing  from  the negotia t ion  between art is t and 
m ater ia l ra the r  than the rea lisa tion  of a p rede te rm ined  end 
Paradox ica l ly ,  as Morris a t tem p ts  to fo reground  the  process o f making 
ra the r  than the ensu ing  product, signs o f his endeavours  are 
inc reas ing ly  d if f icu l t  to d e tec t The convo lu t ions  o f the strips o f fe lt
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l i tt le exert ion, or none  at all. Though c learly  in f lu en ced  by Duchamp's 
'R eadym ades ',  which g ive  rise to the possib il i ty  th a t  the art work  might 
ex is t independen t o f the e ffo rt and skill e x p e nd ed  on it by the artist, 
Morris neve rthe less  w ishes  to call a ttention  to the  re la t ionsh ip  between 
the ac t iv ity  o f  the a rt is t  and the object before  th e  beholder. This is 
ev iden t not on ly  in the  Box with the Sound  o f  its  Own Making  (a 
n ine- inch w a ln u t  cube conta in ing  a th ree-hou r ta p e  record ing of its 
cons truc t ion )89 , but a lso  in the perform ance piece S ite  90 (plate 19).
Plate 19. Robert Morris. Site Dance piece 1965
A l lud ing  to the ear l ie r  Box, Site  opens w ith  the noise of 
ham mering  em erg ing  from  a box comprised o f la rge  construc t ion  panels. 
As the work p rogresses, Morris, wearing a mask, m oves  these panels 
around a white  stage, f ina l ly  revea ling  the artist C a ro lee  Schneem ann 
reclin ing on a couch in the manner of Manet's O lym p ia  Acknow ledged 
as an act o f de f iance  aga ins t the unspoken sub jug a t io n  o f wom en in
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p a in t in g ,  Manet's work also marks a cha l lenge  to the contrad ic t ion  that 
art c r i t ic  John Berger observes  in the p roduction  of such images:
On the one hand the ind iv idua l ism  of the artist, the thinker, 
the patron, the owner: on the o ther hand, the person who is 
the object o f the ir  ac t iv it ies  - the wom an - trea ted  as a th ing 
or an abs trac t ion .91
Site  e ffec ts  a break between the art is t and the owner/beholder. No 
lo n g e r  consp ir ing with the beho lde r  to oppress the subject, Morris ' 
fa c e le s s  worker seems as much a v ic t im  of an unjust system as does the 
re c l in in g  nude. However, if the work is recons idered  not as a means to 
an e n d  (revea ling  Manet's pa in t ing) but as an activ ity , Morris ' labour is 
no lo n g e r  subse rv ien t to the ob jec t  it p roduces but va lid  in its own right. 
In a dd it ion , the ac t iv ity  is not abs trac ted  into a mystica l undertak ing  
re m o v e d  from the com m onp lace  endeavou rs  of less skil led labourers, 
but is shown to be mundane. The hum our ev iden t in the reve la t ion  of the 
e x q u is i te ly  rea lised O lym pia  at the conc lus ion  of Morris ' menial 
rea rrangem en ts  fo regrounds  the expec ta t ion  that the ob jec t exist apart 
from  the  work th a t it a r ises from. C ontinuous P ro jec t  is an a ttempt by 
M orr is  to place the ac t iv ity  w ith in  the work w ithou t - as is the case with 
Site  - invit ing the beho lde r  to cons ide r  the work in thea tr ica l terms. In a 
re c e n t  interview, Morris suggests  tha t his thea tre  p ieces, because of 
th e ir  fron ta li ty ,  are c loser to the work that M ichael Fried defends than 
the o b je c t  work tha t he cr it ic ises fo r  being " theatr ica l":
In the thea tre  p ieces you 're  in a more p ic toria l re la t ionsh ip  
to them than with the ob jects  because you 're  outs ide  of this 
th ing to ta lly ; you 're  still, you 're  w atch ing  In the objects 
you're in it, you 're  m oving  around, it doesn 't  keep its 
d is tance from  you so it 's a lm ost s trange ly  enough reversed; 
the 'theatre ' p ieces are more p ic tor ia l in [Fr ied 's ] sense .92
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C on tinuous  P ro jec t  a t tem pts  to evade  the physica l f ix ity  of the 
ob ject w i tho u t  sacri f ic ing  the beho lde r 's  freedom  to en te r into the work. 
The m u tab i l i ty  of the p iece is enhanced  by the raw m ater ia ls  that are its 
com ponen ts  - the earth, rubble, str ips o f wood and fe lt, in con junction  
with the shove l and broom - tha t res is t the sense of comple teness that 
separa tes  the au tonom ous  art ob jec t from  dependency on its 
c ircum stances . Even the fee l ing  o f abandonm en t that arises from Morris' 
ear l ie r  'an ti fo rm ' work (the roll o f  fe lt  or the sca tte r  p ieces, fo r example) 
is tem pered  by the sense that the  work is e vo lv ing  and that to reduce it 
to the s t im u li  before  the beho lde r  at a pa r t icu la r  m om ent is to fail to fu l ly  
engage  w ith  it. It does not look toward  a m om ent o f reso lu tion  or climax, 
a tra it one m ight de tec t in Site, which builds up to the unve il ing  of 
O lympia, n o r  is its potent ia l encapsu la ted  w ith in  the moment of 
app rehens ion . Freed from  both  the f ixed  fo rm  o f the object and a 
narra t ive  s truc tu re  that would  e ncapsu la te  the m od if ica t ions  to the work 
and p rov ide  a un if ied  whole, C on tinuous  P ro jec t  wou ld  seem to be in 
accord w ith  a de f in it ion  of thea tre  p rov ided  by John Cage that 
a cknow ledges  its m utab i l i ty  above  all else: "Thea tre  is continua lly  
becom ing th a t  it is becom ing ."93
C o n c lu s io n
'U n ita ry  form ' and 'anti fo rm ' wou ld  appea r to be opposed to one 
another. V isua l ly ,  the Primary S truc tu res  o f fe r  the beho lder c learly 
de f ined  shapes, w h ils t  the fe l t  p ieces and ear thw orks  abandon any 
poss ib i l i ty  o f  recogn it ion  as fam il ia r  fo rm s The  leve l l ing  e f fec t  of 
rep resen ting  the works, pe rpe tua ted  in m agaz ines , ca ta logues and 
indeed here, is inescapab le , bu t before  the work po in ts  o f convergence  
are e v id en t  tha t owe litt le to optica l charac te r is t ics  and more to the 
cons is tency  o f  Morris ' concerns  In the early  w ork  form  is fo regrounded  
to the e x te n t  tha t it masks any d isce rn ib le  con ten t Edges do not evoke
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tension between, or d iss ip a t io n  of, fo rces  emanating  from an internal 
logic but rather are requ ired  to conform to the in tended shape. Likewise, 
size, materia l and co lour a re  de term ined by the need not to call a ttention  
to them selves  but rather to m os t e ff ic ien t ly  genera te  the in tended  shape. 
The object is not a u tonom ous  because its con ten t does not seem to 
reside w ith in  its physica l l imits. Instead, the beho lder ac t ive ly  and 
consc ious ly  seeks to im bue  the object w ith  content, thus  becoming 
immersed in the terms by w h ich  the work opera tes. W ithou t 'com ple t ing ' 
the work, (for to' do so w ou ld  suggest that it is a conundrum  to be 
reso lved, whereas the s im p l ic i ty  of the s truc tures  is such tha t they 
cha l lenge the beholder to  d iscern the conundrum ) the beho lder 
neverthe less  is invited to engage  in a re la t ionsh ip  with it tha t goes 
beyond the passive co n tem p la t ion  M ichael Fried cons ide rs  most 
appropr ia te  in the p resence  o f the au tonom ous  art ob ject. In his 
d ism issal of the work o f M orris  and o the r ' l i te ra lis t ' scu lp to rs , Fried 
percep tive ly  alludes to the  in te rdependence  o f beho lde r and object:
... that the beholder is con fron ted  by l i te ra l is t  work w ith in  a 
s ituation that he e xpe r ie nce s  as his  means tha t there  is an 
important sense in w h ich  the work in quest ion  exists fo r  him 
alone, even if he is not actua lly  a lone with the work at the 
time 94
If the Primary S truc tu res  succeeded in ca ll ing  a tten t ion  to form to 
the point where it ceased to ope ra te  w ith in  the work w ithou t the beho lder 
being able to negotia te  w ith  it, the ir  re l iance on s implic ity, 
m onochrom atic  surfaces and  lack of surface  va r ia t ion  e vo lved  into a 
nascent content which w ou ld  a l low  the crit ic  to assess them accord ing  to 
the ir  conform ity  or d ive rg e nce  from a emerg ing  norm. The essay 'Anti 
Form' is a response to th is  co -op tion  o f the ear l ie r  work. The fe l t  work 
that Morris produces in th is  per iod is an t i the t ica l to the grey Primary 
Structu res in respect o f th e  rea lisa tion  o f the art is t 's  in ten t ion  They
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in troduce  the e lem en t o f chance into the work, though  only f i t fu l ly ;  the 
beho lde r  is able to d iscern tha t the a rrangem en t of fe lt  be fo re  them is 
only one o f an in f in ite  num ber o f a rrangem ents , but canno t be assured  
tha t there  is not 'more ' to the work than they see be fo re  them  w ithou t 
a ttend ing  to an a lte rna te  a rrangem ent o f the same m ate r ia l (which they  
have no way o f know ing  is in all respects  no d if fe ren t from  the first). 
C om plex ity  of fo rm  inv ites  con ten t to lodge  with in  its convo lu t ions , 
w he th e r  in ten t iona l or o therw ise, in the m anner of R orschach 's  ink b lots, 
and even the in t6 rven t ion  o f non - in ten t ion  in the gu ise  o f g rav ita t iona l 
pull does not u lt im ate ly  enab le  the fe l t  works to evade  form. The ir  
con tr ibu t ion  tow ard  th is end would  seem to be in m ark ing a depar tu re  
from  work that rea lises  a goal to that which is conce rned  w ith  the 
p reced ing  activ ity : Morris ' concern  w ith  materia l is appa ren t in the 
Primary S tructu res, though it is fo reg rounded  in the fe lt  works. The s ta t ic  
sca tte r  p ieces are a cohe ren t i l lus tra t ion  of Morris' concern  w ith  'an ti 
form ', yet in the ir  ab i l i ty  to 'rep resen t ' such a concept they  u lt im ate ly  slip 
into an a f f irm a tion  of the centra l i ty  of form. W ith  C on tinuous  P ro jec t  
A lte red  Daily, Morris  inco rpo ra tes  many o f  the e lem ents  tha t con tr ibu te  
to the part icu la r  charac te r  of his work - inde term inacy , p rim acy of 
mater ia ls , res is tance  to form  - but does no t produce a d is t inc t ob jec t tha t 
i l lus tra tes  these concerns. His work, tau to log ica l ly ,  is his work, not the 
ob jec t that s tands independen t of any labour the a rt is t  may have 
contr ibu ted
Though in tended  as a d ism issal, F r ied ’s con ten t ion  tha t Morris ' 
work  approaches the cond it ion  o f thea tre  p rov ides a use fu l m eans o f 
pos it ion ing  the a rt is t  w ith respect to the o the r  p rac t i t ioners  add ressed  in 
th is work. That Fried does not dec lare  the work to be thea tre , but, 
instead, to ope ra te  on its per iphery , is ind ica t ive  of its ab i l i ty  to d is rup t 
form. Morris ve ry  rarely p rov ides  an o ve r t ly  thea tr ica l f ram e fo r  his 
o b jec ts95, yet because  they are too obv ious  to be able to speak fo r
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them selves (Primary Structures) or else too d ispara te  to possess a 
unitary vo ice ("Anti Form") the beholder con tex tua l ises  them, fram ing 
them in a space that they them selves  inhabit as th ey  exp lo re  the object. 
If the theatr ica l model is to be invoked, then it is not the  in terp lay 
between perform ers and aud ience tha t persists be tw een  the ob ject and 
the beholder but instead that between performers. As such, both ex is t 
within  the work, which, in turn, is not simply the sum of both parties, nor 
even, add it iona lly , the spatial and temporal c ircum stances  in which they 
find them selves, 'but ra ther the in terp lay between these  e lements . As 
Eric Gibson re f lec ts  in 1985 on the artist 's  career, " i t  is the per fo rm ance  
itself, ra ther than  its materia l res idue in created w orks  of art, tha t is the 
principal a rt is t ic  s ta tem ent."96 Regarded in this way, the art ob jec t is a 
provocation , or, in Baudril lard 's  terms, "that which a llows one to play: a 
s take"97. Morris, p r imarily  a crea tor o f physical ob jec ts , a t tem pts  to bring 
th is creative  impulse into the work i tse lf ra ther than  o f fe r  up signs of its 
passage in the form o f sculpture
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2 A lla n  K a p ro w :  A  ro le  f o r  e v e r y o n e  / e v e r y o n e  
_________________  p la y in g  a ro le
W here  Robert Morris s trove  to pare  away ex traneous  e lem en ts  
from the Primary S truc tu res  to revea l the  third d im ension  of scu lp ture , 
A llan Kaprow, tra in ed  as a pa inter, found  that the canvas m ight a tta in  
depth th rough a p ro cess  of add it ion . In it ia l ly  a means of exceed ing  the 
l im ita tions o f pa in t ing  through the  in troduct ion  of more variab le, less 
p redeterm ined e lem en ts ,  such add it ion  p resaged the pursu it  of 
va r iab i l i ty  i tself. In th e  early H appen ings , the formal constra in ts  o f  the 
canvas are re jected in favou r  of a thea tr ica l  model. The unfam il ia r i ty  and 
freedom  o f th is m ode l from a f ine  a rt is t 's  perspective , coup led w ith  a 
desire  to unite  a rt is t and  beho lder in an ac t ive  part ic ipa tion  in the work 's  
fo rm ation  genera tes  works tha t w h ils t  indebted  to both v isua l and 
perfo rm ative  a n te ced e n ts  can not be sa id to fall exc lus ive ly  w ith in  the 
remit of either. The  la ter  H appen ings  are cons idered  as m oves to 
e lim inate  even the im pos it ion  o f a frame o f the work 's  own construc t ion , 
as that which is and is not the work becom es increas ing ly  d if f icu l t  to 
d iscern. Notions o f a work as a fo rm a lly  d ist inct entity  g ive w ay  to 
s ituations that are d is t in gu isha b le  only if cons idered  as someth ing  one 
act ive ly  engages in o r  performs. Lastly, the Ac t iv i t ies  look toward  the 
cons ide ra t ion  of fo rm  as a qua li ty  not l im ited  to ob jects  but a ppa ren t in 
behaviour. This resu lts  in works that seek out form in com m onp lace  
social interaction, th e i r  access ib i l i ty  fa c i l i ta t ing  m od if ica t ion  at the po in t 
of emergence.
E x p a n s io n
Allan Kaprow studied w ith  Hans Hofmann, regarded as the 
fa ther-f igure  of the New  York school o f paint ing dur ing  the pos t-w ar 
ye a rs .1 Kaprow's p rac t ica l  ab il ity  was coup led  with a grounding  in art
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theory  that cu lm ina ted  in a Master of Arts degree from Columbia  
Univers ity . At the fo re fron t of artists using new m ater ia ls  and ways of 
work ing, Kaprow neve rthe less  underscores all his work with an in formed 
theore t ica l approach. The tension between practica l and theore t ica l 
concerns is ev iden t in the w ide ly  d if fe r ing  work of two artists Kaprow 
drew insp ira tion from during the early  f if t ies. He is undoubted ly  
in f luenced by Jackson Po llock 's  action paint ings, which he firs t saw in 
1949, and regarded as "m os tly  an env ironm enta l ac t iv ity "  2, wh ils t  his 
choice of Piet Mx>ndrian as the subject o f his M.A. thes is  suggests the 
notion of env ironm ent as a response to the l im ita tions o f f igura t ive  work 
in comparison with abs trac t art. Mondrian makes the d is t inc t ion  between 
the  f igu ra t ive  and non -f igu ra t ive  in his essay, "P las t ic  Art and Pure 
P lastic  Art":
N on-f igu ra t ive  art b r ings to an end the anc ien t cu lture  of 
a rt. . . the  cu lture of pa r t icu la r  form is approach ing  its end.
The cu lture  o f de te rm ined  re lat ions has begun .3
The e leva t ion  o f re la t ions  over form is echoed in a percep tive  
com m ent on the d iss im ila r i ty  between the co llages  o f P icasso and the 
Assem blages and com b ines o f the late 1950s. Edward Lucie-Sm ith  
observes  that where the Cub is ts  had used the techn ique  to exp lore  the 
d if fe rences between rep resen ta t ion  and reality, the pos t-w ar generat ion  
had deve loped
a means of c rea t ing  works of art a lm ost ent ire ly  from 
p re -ex is ten t e lements , where  the art is t 's  con tr ibu t ion  was to 
be found  more in m aking the links between objects, putt ing 
them together, than in making ob jects ab in i t io .*
In ca ll ing  a ttention  to the re la t ionsh ip  or l inks w ith in  a work, 
Assem blages echo M ondr ian ’s d isavow a l of pa r t icu la r  form, as the
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pieces sh if t  f rom  be ing  regarded  in re la t ion  to the wor ld  they rep resen t 
to s tand ing  as ob jec ts  in them selves . Though  M ondr ian 's  pos it ion  is 
underscored  by a be l ie f  in the ind iv is ib i l i ty  of a r t  d isc ip l ines5, his 
emphasis  on pa in t ing 's  p las t ic  qua lit ies , "com pos it ion , colour, and  line  
and no t the rep resen ta t ion  as rep resen ta t ion "6, in v i te s  cons ide rat ion  of 
the work as o f the same o rder  as other ob jec ts  in th e  world. P lastic  art 
looks " tow ards  the end o f art  as a th ing sepa ra ted  from  our  su rround ing  
environm ent, which is the a c tua l p las t ic  rea l i ty "7. The  coloured p lanes of 
Mondrian 's  B roadw ay  B o og ie -W o og ie 8 are to be cons ide red  not as 
forms, but re la t ionsh ips ,  deny ing  the par t icu la r i ty  of appearance  in 
favou r  o f show ing  "the p rocess  o f  l ife  tha t is re f lec ted  in the p lastic  
express ion  o f a rt"9. In an in te rv iew  w ith  R ichard Koste lanetz , Kaprow  
ta lks o f M ondrian  as an art is t  em ploy ing  the v isua l to atta in  the 
experien t ia l;
I conce ived  o f  him as a ph i losoph ica l a rt is t  -a  pa inter who
used pa in t ing  to des troy  paint ing, in o rder to  arr ive at an
essen t ia l ly  m ystica l sense o f a w a re n ess .10
Sim ilarly, Jackson  Po llock 's  "ac t ion -pa in t ings", such as Lavender M is t "  
(see p la te  1), in re jec t ing  the rep resen ta t ion  o f th re e  d im ensions that 
charac te r ised  the C ub is t  canvas , had ca lled  a t ten t ion  to the work 's  
surface, which, spa tte red  w ith  paint and o the r  m atter, might be regarded 
as en te r ing  the  ga l le ry  space.
Both Po llock and M ondrian  are m ost c lose ly  assoc ia ted  w ith  the ir  
abs trac t work, though  the ir  approaches d if fe r  radically. Po l lock 's  
descr ip t ion  o f his w ork ing  m ethod  suggests  it is less a means to an end 
than a h igh ly charged  em otiona l state o f which the canvas  remains as a 
testament;
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W hen I am in the pa in t ing  I'm not aware o f what I'm doing.
It is on ly  after a sort of 'ge t acquain ted ' period that I see 
what I have been about. I have no fears about m aking 
changes, destroy ing the image, etc., because the pa in t ing  
has a li fe  of its own. I try to let it come th ro ug h .12
In contrast, Mondrian 's  com pos it ions  bear w itness  to the in te l lec t purging 
the canvas o f  extraneous matter;
The appearance  o f  nature  is fa r s tronge r and much more 
beau ti fu l than any im ita t ion  o f it can e ve r  be; if we w ish  to 
re f lec t nature, fu l ly , we are com pe l led  to f ind  a n o th e r  
p lastic. Precisely fo r  the sake of nature, o f reality, we avo id  
its natura l appearance. 13
Kaprow  might be regarded as em p loy ing  the dynam ism  and 
e xpa ns iveness  of Pollock m atched with Mondrian 's  e ffo rt  to encourage  
perception  o f  the work in the world  rather than as a ref lec t ion  o f it. The 
consequence  of their m eeting  in the work o f A llan Kaprow is a sh if t  away 
from paint ing conce ived as a f ixed  form w ith in  which p rogress appears 
as the chang ing  of rules gove rn ing  the rep resen ta t ion  of materia l. In 
p lace of this, the paint ing 's  phys ica l p ropert ies  are e leva ted  to the status 
o f subject m atter, call ing a tten t ion  to someth ing ve r i f iab ly  p resen t rather 
than evok ing  something th a t is absent: va r iab i l i ty  can then on ly  arise by 
a lter ing  the physical p rope rt ies  of the paint ing. Unlike the  Cubist 
co llages, add it ions  to the flat, rec tangu la r p lane of the pa in t ing  did not 
consp ire  w ith  the canvas to crea te  an ironic t rom pe I 'o leu l  in which  real 
depth is obscured  by the i l lus ion o f a f la t surface  but instead resu lted  in 
the necess ity  of the canvas  to the pa in ter 's  task being ca lled  into 
question. Assem blages and Env ironm ents  call a ttent ion  to the ir  s ta tus as 
ob jects  p e r  se, as opposed  to rep resen ta t ions  of o ther ob jec ts  The 
con tex tua l is ing  nature o f the f ie ld  is superf luous, as the  work is 
pos it ioned w ith  respect to the same spatial co -o rd ina tes  as the beholder.
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The m ove from  the p ic toria l space o f the canvas to real space is 
cons ide red  in Kaprow 's  book, Assem blage, Env ironm ents  and  
H appen ings  as one that enta iled  " re l inqu ish ing  the g oa l o f  p ic ture  
m aking  e n t i re ly " '4. As the m atter a ttached  to the canvas  protruded 
fu r the r  from the wall  in the combines o f an artist such as Robert 
R auschenberg , the  fram e fa iled  to enc lose  the work, hav ing  no means to 
encom pass its dep th . R auschenberg 's  B ed  15(see plate 20) explic it ly  
acknow ledges its l ink to painting, but th is  is not a constra in ing  factor.
Plate 20. Robert Rauschenberg Bed 1955 Combine painting 74" x 3'
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M ounted  on a wall, R auschenberg 's  combine  painting inco rpora tes  an 
actua l bed to which paint has been  applied, result ing in an ob jec t that 
inv i tes  cons iderat ion  as both a representa t ion  and the th ing itself. 
P resen ted  with an object encroach ing  into th e ir  space, the  beho lder is 
inv i ted  to determ ine  her position w ith  respect to it, ra ther than a lign ing 
h e rse lf  with the work at a su itab le  d istance from  the wall on w hich  it is 
hung. The phys ica lly  present bed in Rauschenberg 's  combine not only 
em braces  the th ree-d im ens iona li ty  of scu lp tu re  but carr ies w ith  it a 
func t iona l va lue  such that its nature  is p red ica ted  as much on the 
ac t ions  of the ind iv idua l toward it as any v isua l and physica l adherence 
to the  form of a bed. Though the possib il i ty  o f the beholder in teracting 
with the  work in ways other than  a pass ive  acknow ledgem ent o f its 
s ta tus  as art can only be concep tua l ised  with raspect to the 
w a ll-m oun ted  Bed, later Assem blages and Env ironm ents  inv ited  the 
beh o lde r  to rearrange material, w a lk  th rough spaces and contr ibu te  in 
o the r  ways to the art work.
Kaprow notes that those A ssem b lages  that retain the pa in t ing 's  
p lacem ent aga ins t a wall (he c ites  his own W all16 as ind ica t ive  o f  this 
o r ien ta t ion )  are less successfu l than  those suspended from the ce il ing  or 
s i tua ted  on the f lo o r17, because of their revers ion  to the " f ie ld "  of 
pa in t ing . Taking the example of a p rim it ive  cave  marking in the shape of 
a b ison , Kaprow argues that the imposit ion o f the fie ld  fundam enta l ly  
a lte rs  the perception  o f the thing. P reviously, the  painting o f  the animal 
was expe r ienced  e ither
as real substance in real space  (hav ing  magical powers) or 
the image was the entire "p ic ture" . .W hen  next a horizon 
line was drawn under a cow, the separa t ion  of image from 
env ironm en t occurred like a log ical thunderbo lt , and 
the rea fte r  paint ing (and man) could neve r  be the same 
Painting had become sym bol ra ther than power, i.e.,
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som eth ing  w h ich  s tood  fo r  expe rience  ra the r  than acting
d irec t ly  upon  it. 18
Later works by Rauschenberg  move away from the wall and the 
strict im posit ion  o f a f igure  upon a ground, in the  case of M onogram  
(see p late 18, page 82) adopting  a p layfu l, i ron ic  a tt i tude  tow ard  the 
deposed canvas. The  beho lde r  is con fron ted  w ith  a canvas p laced on its 
back on the f loo r  in the centre of the room. As tr ide  it s tands a s tu ffed  
goat w ith  a car tyre round its middle. Its form is undec ideab le , m ed ia t ing  
between a surrea l tab leau  v ivant  - in which a goa t has v io la ted  an art 
work and in turn appears  to be the v ic t im  o f some assau lt upon i tse lf  - 
and a b izarre  hybrid  work, inco rpora t ing  pa in t ing, scu lp tu re  and 
“ ready-m ade ” ob jects . W ithou t an apparen t fo rm  to o r ien ta te  the 
beholder, it inv i tes  app rehens ion  from d if fe r ing  perspectives . The 
beholder m ight look down onto the surface  o f the  canvas as if it were an 
upended paint ing, or look across tow ards  it from any num ber of 
posit ions around its perimeter. The beho lde r  m igh t chose to accep t a 
part icu la r  p e rspe c t ive  from  which to regard the w ork  as most conduc ive  
to unders tand ing  its import or because it is p leas ing  to the eye, but it is 
a perspec tive  a r is ing  from the choice of the beho lde r  ra ther than being 
inscr ibed w ith in  the  form o f the work. Many o f Kaprow 's  A ssem b lages  
implic it ly  or exp l ic i t ly  inv ite  the beho lde r  to engage  with them in a more 
active  way. In deve lo p in g  Wall into the box-shaped  K iosk19 (see plate 
21), Kaprow not on ly  broke with a fron ta l o r ien ta t ion , but a lso p resaged  
the m utab i l i ty  of the  object. W all  and K iosk  a re  both der ived  from  a 
number o f tex tu red  panels, hav ing  m irrors, fruit, paint and o the r  m atte r  
on the ir  su rfaces; the  fo rm e r a rranged  in a l ine, the la t ter c rea t ing  an 
enclosed box. The works are descr ibed  as cons is t ing  o f rea rrangeab le  
panels, and the ex is tence  o f two such rea rrangem en ts  inv ites  
cons ide ra t ion  of the  p iece not as an im m utab le  ob jec t but as som eth ing  
whose form  is t ran s ien t  The works look back to a prior rea rrangem en t
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Plate 21. Allan Kaprow. Kiosk 1957-59. Rearrangeable panels (Assemblage)
and fo rw ard  to a su bsequen t one; they are both the consequence  of, and 
s tim ulus for, an ac t iv ity ,  ra the r  than a f ixed  entity.
Kaprow's P enny  A rc a d e 20 in troduces m utab i l i ty  into the work in a 
more d irec t manner. It is a m ult i-sensory  Assem blage, hav ing  i l lum inated  
light bu lbs emerg ing  from  its surface and an accom pany ing  assortm en t 
o f sounds Not only  is the beholder 's  aural pe rcep tion  stimulated, but 
the w ork  is over t ly  conce rned  w ith  time, which is necessary to 
expe rience  the va r ia t ion  in sounds John Cage had cons ide red  the only
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property  comm on to all sounds to be duration, which led to his "s i lent" 
p ieces and  subsequen t works such as W a te r  M usic  (19 52 )21 that 
inco rpo ra ted  visual e lem en ts ,  the ir  "s i lence" be ing  equally  as va lid  as 
that o f the  unplayed p iano  o f 4'33". Kaprow, l ikewise, dec la red  that 
there  w as  "no apparen t theore t ica l l im it to w ha t may be used"22 in 
A ssem b lages  and E nv ironm ents , cr it ic is ing  those  art is ts  who, whils t 
em p loy ing  new m ater ia ls  tended  "to sugar-coa t every th ing  by recasting it 
in o lder m o lds "23. This is in contras t to Kaprow 's  sense of appropr ia t ion ; 
inco rpo ra t ing  so un d-p roduc ing  objects, he a llows them the ir  voice, 
ra the r  than  have them rem ain  mute as if on ly  rep resen ta t ions  of the 
actua l ob ject.
H av ing  cons ide red  Assem blages and E nv ironm ents  as essentia l ly  
the same, d is t ingu ishab le  only by s ize24, Kaprow sugges ts  that 
d i f fe ren ce s  arise not from  the formal p rope rt ies  o f the ob jec t but instead 
are p red ica ted  on the ac t ions  of the beho lder: A ssem b lages  "may be 
hand led  o r  walked a round, while  Env ironm en ts  must be w a lked  in to " .25 
W ords26 (see plate 22), fo l low ing  on from  p rev ious  env ironm en ts  such as 
An A pp le  Shr ine27 that fo re g rounded  the  am bu la to ry  nature  o f the form, 
is cha rac te r ised  by a w ish  to deta in the beholder. W ords  w as presented 
in two ad jo in ing  rooms o f  the Smolin  G alle ry , New York in Septem ber 
1962. In one  room were  hundreds o f w ords  w r i t ten  on cards and tacked 
to every  ava i lab le  space  on the walls, excep t ing  tha t g iven  over to 
seven looped  towel d ispense rs  hav ing  w ords  s tenc i l led  o ve r  the end less 
belts o f mater ia l The second, much sm alle r  room had b lank  walls. The 
p iece  w as  "bathed w ith  b link ing  42nd S tree t l igh ts ”28 and accom pan ied  
by the con t inua l sound o f  (p re -recorded) w h ispered  and shou ted  words. 
On e n te r ing  the space, the beho lde r  is con fron ted  by p lacards 
suspended  from the ce i l ing  encourag ing  the ir  invo lvem en t; "ROLL THE 
RO LLS!", fo r  example , imp lo r ing  them to turn  the seven tow e l- loops to 
c rea te  a d if fe ren t ju x ta p o s i t io n  of words O ther " tasks" inc luded
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Plate 22. Allan Kaprow. Words Environment. Smolin Gallery, New York 
September 11-22, 1962
rearrang ing  the ex is t ing cards on the walls  or c rea t ing  one 's own, or 
re tir ing  to the small room and chalk ing m essages  on its bare surfaces. 
The work resists the fron ta l i ty  assumed by pa in t ing  and scu lpture, as the 
beho lde r  cannot be outs ide  o f its frame look ing  in; there  is no optimum 
pos it ion  where the work can be seen in its ent ire ty . To v iew  the work 
from  any one posit ion  - reduc ing  it to an im age  - is to construct 
consc ious ly  a frame tha t conveys  one's own cond it ion  (the specif ic  time 
and place of v iew ing) ra ther than the to ta li ty  o f the object.
Previously, Assem b lages  had inco rpo ra ted  sound or objects 
w hose  nature changed over  the duration  o f  the even t. G eorge Brecht's 
B la ir  (see p late 23), fo r  exam ple , inc luded  a te a r -o f f  day-by-day 
ca lenda r  and a work ing th e rm om ete r29. These  e lem ents  augmented  the 
m utab le  nature  of works that, frequen tly  shunn ing  a fron ta l orientation, 
had changed w ith  the m ovem ent of the b eho lde r  a round them Brecht's 
p iece  d isp lays two charac te r is t ics  Kaprow  inc reas ing ly  built into his
page 104
Plate 23 George Brecht. Blair. 1959. 5'x1'/2'x2". Rearrangeable Assemblage
w orks , change and chance; the te a r -o f f  ca lendar a lters  in a way and at 
in te rva ls  that are regu la r  and pred ic tab le  (change), wh ils t  the 
the rm om ete r, theore t ica lly ,  if not p ractica lly , g iven the  e fforts  in some 
g a l le r ies  to keep room te m p e ra tu re  at a constant leve l,  will a lte r  its 
read ing  due to c ircum stances beyond  the contro l o f  the ind iv idua l 
(chance ). W ith  an E nv ironm ent such as Words, Kaprow  not only 
inco rpo ra tes  e lem ents  o f change  such as the co n t in uo us  sound of 
spoken  words and the d if fe r ing  com b ina tions  of w o rd s  ava i lab le  by
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m an ipu la t ing  the towel d ispenser ,  but also, by encourag ing  v is i to rs  to 
the space to  add the ir  own w ords, a llows chance to enter the  work. The 
work looks toward the thea tr ica l  in that the ob ject is not f ixed, but 
consists o f  the actions o f those  w ith in  its f ram e and is the re fo re  in a 
continua l s ta te  of f lux. K ap row ’s ins tructions to the beho lde r m ight be 
v iewed as a "score", com pris ing  d irec t ions  to be fo l lowed. In a lter ing  the 
space, the beho lder cou ld  be seen as "perfo rm ing", though  w ithou t a 
d isce rn ib le  aud ience
Kaprow 's  early in te rven t ion s  are charac te r ised  by expans ion , 
from  the f i r s t  ten ta t ive  add it ions  to the canvas to its re legation  to one of 
innum erab le  d iscern ib le  en t i t ies  const i tu t ing  the object. Th is  expans ion  
proceeds in three in te rre la ted  w ays  - the increased space occup ied  by 
the work, th e  g reater va r ie ty  o f m ater ia ls  employed by the work and the 
e n la rg em en t of the terms by w h ich  the work operates. It is the last of 
these  that both  marks the most rad ica l departu re  from the au tonom ous 
object. It acknow ledges  the  p resence  of the beho lde r  as an e lem en t in 
the cons truc t ion  of the work, and suggests th a t expans ion  a lone canno t 
evade  fo rm  but only a lte r its com posit ion . Though  the rigid param eters  
by which paint ing ope ra tes  are replaced by seem ing ly  l im it less 
poss ib i l i t ies , the p roduction  o f an ob ject by an art is t to p lace  before  the 
beho lder fo r  her consum ption  rem ains  the under ly ing  p rem ise of the art 
work. W h i ls t  the act iv it ies  p rom pted  by Words  inv ite  cons ide ra t ion  of the 
work in te rm s  of process ra the r  than product, the tasks perform ed all 
looked tow ard  re-form ing an o b jec t  (the physica l env ironm ent) .  As w ith  
the pa in t ing  on the ga l le ry  wall,  Words  w as a p rovoca tion  to the 
ind iv idua l to  respond in a ce rta in  manner. W here  the pa in t ing  inv ited  a 
respectfu l con tem p la t ion , W ords  expected  the beho lder to rearrange  its 
cons t i tuen t parts; to behave  tow ard  one with the response  expected  o f 
the o ther w ou ld  be cons ide red  inappropria te  Having l i te ra l ly  a llowed 
the  b e h o lde r  into the w ork  and into its con tinu ing  fo rm ation , Kaprow 's
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Words  o ffers the poss ib i l i ty  o f part ic ipa tion  that is not fu l ly  rea lised. In 
Env ironm enta l  Theatre, thea tre  d irector  Richard S chechner w rites  that 
part ic ipa t ion  occurred  in his work when "the play s topped be ing  a play 
and became a social e v e n t  -when specta to rs  fe l t  that they  were  free to 
en te r  the per fo rm ance  as e qu a ls "30. The inequa li ty  in W ords  a r ises from 
the l im itless poss ib i l i t ies  the beho lde r  brings w ith  them in to  the space 
con fron t ing  an insen t ien t ob ject, to which the ir  ac tions are subserv ient.  
Though  it is p robable  th a t  the ease with which the d iscu rs ive  loses its 
m eaning and ab il ity  to e f fe c t  change  is a centra l e lem en t o f the work, it 
is a d isen franch isem en t v is i ted  on those in the space in the fu rthe rance  
of the ob ject 's  emergence. In 18 Happen ings  in 6 P a r ts31 (see  p late 24), 
Kaprow  a ttem pts  to add ress  th is imbalance by recons ide r ing  the 
beho lde r  more as a pa r t ic ipan t in the fo rm ation  o f the w ork  ra ther than 
as an e lem ent o f va r iab i l i ty  w ith in  a p rede te rm ined  s tructure.
P a r t ic ip a t io n
18 H appen ings  in 6 Parts  was presented  in New York  in O ctober 
1959. The p iece  took p lace  in a gallery d iv ided  by p las t ic  walls into 
th ree  rooms, each with cha irs  a rranged so that the aud ie nce  sat facing 
d if fe r ing  d irect ions. A le t te r  was sent out to var ious  peop le  in New York 
in form ing  them  of the fo r thcom ing  p roduction  and sugges t ing  that the ir  
con tr ibu t ion  wou ld  be s ign if ican t,  inv it ing  them to
co llabora te  with the  artist, Mr Allan Kaprow, in m aking these  
even ts  take p lace ...As one of the se ven ty - f ive  persons 
present, you will becom e a part of the happen ings ; you will 
s im u ltaneous ly  e xpe r ience  them .32
Before  the p iece com m enced  program m es were handed out, p rov id ing  
the fo l low ing  in formation ;
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The p e r fo rm ance  is d iv ided  into s ix parts. Each part 
con ta ins  th ree  happen ings  which occur at once. The 
beg inn ing  and end o f each will be s igna l led  by a bell. A t the  
end o f th e  perform ance two s trokes o f the bell will be 
hea rd .33
In be tw een  parts, the aud ience, w ho  were at all t im es clearly 
de l ineated  from  the  perform ers, were  ins truc ted  to m ove  to a d if fe ren t 
room. The "H a pp en ing s "  inc luded a w om an s tand ing m o t ion less  point ing 
at the floor, a ‘s l ide show, read ings, m us ic ians  p lay ing  and painters 
painting. W h e re  the beho lde r  might, o v e r  a period o f  t im e, satisfy 
them se lves  th a t  they  had accum u la ted  all th e  sensory in fo rm a t ion  arising 
from a free s ta nd ing  A ssem b lage  by a lte r ing  the ir  v a n ta ge  po int, the 
s im u ltaneous occu rrence  o f  th ree sepa ra te  events in 18 H appen ings  
f rus tra ted  any a t te m p t to know  the work in its  entirety. The  beh o lde r  was
Plate 24  Rehearsa l fo r  18 H ap pe n in gs  in 6 Parts
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no t allowed to ignore  the ac t iv it ies  in the other rooms but rather 
experienced  them  in a fragm ented  fash ion, ca tch ing  g limpses of 
m ovem ent th rough  the  trans lucent p lastic  and hearing sna tches  of music 
and speech o ve r  and in between the sounds produced in th e i r  own room. 
In addition, because  the painters were making the ir  s trokes on unprimed 
canvas, one pa in t ing  stra ight l ines, the o the r circles, one on the fron t of 
the  materia l in one room, the o the r on the reverse  in ano the r ,  the activ ity  
and  the result were s im u ltaneous ly  apparent.
The d ive rs i ty  o f  activ it ies  served to re in force  the d iv id e  between 
those  attend ing and those occupy ing  the roles of poet, pa in ter and 
actor,  unified by the  common denom ina tor, "perfo rm er". Though the 
s ta tus  of p e r fo rm er and aud ience were seem ing ly po la r ised  into that of 
p roducer and consum er  respective ly , both were un ited in having to 
part ic ipa te  in the  work 's  construct ion . Kaprow acknow ledges  as much, 
c it ing  as the f ina l entry  in the accom pany ing  Cast o f Pa r t ic ipan ts  "The 
v is i to rs  - who sit in various cha irs "34. Those inv ited to the  work are 
ass igned a func t ion  that, whils t pass ive  in com parison  to those  of the 
art is ts , is n one the less  more ac t ive  than simply acknow ledg ing  the 
ex is tence  of an ob ject. The beho lder 's  conventiona l role as consum er is 
fu r the r  frus tra ted  by the am b iva lence  of form. The p rec ise  "sco re" has a 
s trong internal log ic, ev iden t in the fo l low ing  segm ent o f the  instructions 
fo r  "Person 1" in "Room 1 Set 1":
...walks s low ly  along co rr ido r (ahead o f those  go ing  to 
Room 2), stops at en trance 5", walks slowly, in a s tra igh t 
line, eyes ahead, to w ith in  3 fee t o f the person seated 
opposite, s tops here for 7 ” , tu rns a round fo r  2 " . . .35
The in fo rm ing  princ ip le  beh ind these actions is una va i lab le  to the 
beho lde r  who, am ids t an os tens ib ly  thea tr ica l env ironm ent, is presented 
w ith  a series o f seem ing ly  d iscon t inuous  actions. The fa i lu re  to provide
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d iscern ib le  l inks between one occurrence  and the nex t not only marks 
the work as m ed ia t ing  be tw een  pa in t ing  - possessed  o f a "con t inuous 
and entire  p re sen tn ess "36 - and thea tre  - de f in ed  by Susanne  Langer as 
"a p resen t f i l led  w ith  its own fu tu re "37 - but inv i tes  the beho lde r  to adopt 
the ir  own pos it ion  with respec t to the work. The  beho lde r may choose to 
impose an i l l- f i t t ing ,  p re -ex is t ing  form, m arsha ll ing  the expe rience  into 
an essen t ia l ly  v isua l whole, as one m ight app rehend  the work of Robert 
W ilson , or e lse  genera te  a narra tive  tha t o rders  the d ispara te  parts; in 
e ithe r case, fo rm  is not ind iv is ib ly  bound to the  work but is seen to arise 
as a co nse qu en ce  of the beholder com ing  in to  con tac t w ith  w ha t the 
a rt is t has p rov ided . As Kaprow  suggests  in h is  le t te r  o f inv ita t ion , the 
work o f fe rs  "som e engag ing  s itua t ions" 38 ye t whereas, accord ing  to 
Langer, "in the thea tre  we perce ive  an om inous  s ituation  and see that 
some fa r- rea ch in g  action m ust grow out o f i t" 39, here the beho lde r  is 
p laced in a pos it ion  to de te rm ine  what, if any th ing , m ight evo lve  from  the 
p lay ing out o f  the  work. As with the expa ns ion  o f the f ie ld  in pa int ing, 
e ngagem en t w ith  part ic ipa t ion  not on ly  e xceeds  the l im ita t ions  of 
ex is t ing  fo rm  but, more s ign if ican t ly , d is rup ts  the notion that form 
res ides e xc lu s iv e ly  w ith in  the  object.
K ap row ’s su bsequen t Happenings m ove toward  the de te rm ina tion  
o f fo rm  be ing  p laced  w ith in  the reach o f those  part ic ipa t ing  in the art 
work. In the  absence  o f any im m edia te  p recu rso rs40, 18 Happenings ,  
though  it res is ted  form, cou ld  not help but d isp lay  charac te r is t ics  that 
would  c rys ta l l ise  into a notion o f w ha t a "H appen ing " was In 
Assem blage, E n v ironm en ts  and H appen ings ,  Kaprow  sets out seven 
"ru les o f thum b" th a t  m ight d is t ingu ish  a Happen ing ;
(A) The l ine  between art and life shou ld  be kept as flu id,
and pe rhaps  ind is t inc t, as possib le
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(B) There fo re , the source o f themes, materia ls, ac tions, and 
the re la t ionsh ips  between them  are to be der ived  from any 
place or period except  from the arts, the ir  de r iva t ives , and 
the ir  m ilieu.
(C) The perfo rm ance  of a Happening should take p lace over 
severa l w ide ly  spaced, sometimes moving and changing  
locales.
(D) T ime, which fo l lows c lose ly  on space cons iderat ions, 
should be va r iab le  and d iscontinuous.
(E) H appen ings  should be perform ed once only.
(F) It fo l low s that aud iences shou ld  be e lim ina ted  entire ly.
(G) The com pos it ion  of a Happening  proceeds exac t ly  as in 
Assem b lage  and Env ironm ents , that is, it is e vo lved  as a 
co llage o f even ts  in certa in  spans of t ime and in certain 
spaces .41
Kaprow 's  f irs t  Happening fa l ls  some way short o f the criter ia set 
ou t above; it consc ious ly  marks the  parameters by w h ich  it m ight be 
known, not on ly  in its setting in an art  gallery but th rough  the d iv is ion of 
parts  by the sound ing  of a bell. It d raws heavily  from  the arts th rough its 
inc lus ion  of pa in te rs  and m usic ians and was perform ed daily  fo r a week 
be fo re  an aud ience  In acknow ledg ing  the evo lu t ion  of the  form, Kaprow 
obse rves  that "the use of s tandard  performance conven t ions  from the 
ve ry  start tended  to truncate  the implica tions o f the a r t . ” 42 The most 
fundam enta l  deve lo pm e n t from the f irs t Happening to the  time o f writ ing  
the gu ide l ines  concerned  evad ing  perform ance co nven t ions  th rough the 
rem ova l of the  aud ience  To advance  the Happening  from  its adherence  
to a thea tr ica l model, Kaprow fo un d  it necessary to w ork  in a con tex t 
w here  those invo lved  might m ee t w ithout consc ious ly  or o therw ise 
d iv id ing  them se lves  into perform ers and audience, to
page 111
r itua lise  a mix o f  l i fe l ike  e lem ents  a nd  fantasy, re ject the 
s tag ing  area, and inv ite  a num ber o f  peop le  to take  part in 
it, e xp la in ing  the plan in a sp ir it o f c e re m o n y .43
In th is he does not go as fa r  as European  art is ts  engaged  in 
Happenings, such as W o lf  Voste ll and Je an -Ja cqu es  Lebel, who could  
draw on an ind igenous wealth  of anc ien t ce rem ony  and ritual, re fracted  
through the  cu ltu re  o f the continent. Leb e l 's  Funera l C erem ony o f  the  
A n ti-P roces44, an abras ive  meeting of C a tho lic ism  and, am ongst others, 
the M arqu is  de Sade am idst the regal p a laces  of V e n ice 45 evokes  a 
trad it ion  tha t can only be quoted  se lf -consc ious ly  by Am erican  
exponents  of the  medium. In contrast, the H appen ings  o f Kaprow, a long 
with those  of C laes O ldenburg , Jim Dine and  other Am ericans draw on 
the em erg ing  Pop sens ib i l i ty  of the t im e. Kaprow's suggestion  that 
Happen ings  look to any source fo r  in sp ira t ion  except  the arts accords 
with the e leva t ion  of the m ass-produced  o v e r  the un ique in the sub jec t 
matter o f Pop artists. In an essay on Pop A rt,  Edward Luc ie-Sm ith  is o f 
the op in ion  th a t  the sub ject m atter  o f  th ese  art is ts  fo regrounds  a 
concern w ith  func t ion  o ve r  form;
Many ob jec ts  - a typewriter, a te lep ho ne ,  a vacuum  cleaner, 
a te lev is ion  set - are th ings we th in k  o f in a way which is 
a lm os t en t ire ly  abstract, in te rm s o f  the se rv ices they 
p rov ide  W orks  o f art are fee ling  the  e ffec ts  o f th is  att i tude 
as well: they are becoming per fo rm ances  or funct ions, 
ra the r  than  th ing s .46
Robert Morris ' scu lp tu res  being co ns ide red  as per fo rm ances  find  
their co ro lla ry  in Kaprow 's  'pe rfo rm ances ' reconce ived  as func t ions , 
means to an end  not necessar i ly  c o n ta ine d  or even a lluded to in the 
work i tse lf  The  move toward the fu n c t io n a l  emerges as the form  
becomes less ev iden t, as is the case w ith  F lu id s "7,
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Fluids  is a single e v e n t  done in many p laces over a 
th ree-day period. It cons is ts  simply in bui ld ing  huge, blank, 
rectangu la r ice s truc tu res  30 feet long, 10 fee t wide and 
e ight feet h igh.48
A cons iderab le  am oun t o f energy  is expended  to produce 
som eth ing  transient, and a l though  pho tog raphs documenting  the piece
THREE AQUEOUS EVENTS
•  ice
•  water
•  steam
Slimmer, 1961
fig. 6 Three Aqueous Events. George B rech t. Summer, 1961 
ex is t ,  it inv ites  cons ide ra t ion  as an a c t iv i ty  ra the r  than a f in ished  
product. Looking back on the w ork , Kaprow fe l t  that it was a comm ent on 
c i ty  p lanning, a rea lisa tion th a t  came th rough  do ing  the act iv ity  ra ther 
than  being determ ined before  o r  a f te r  its e x e c u t io n .49 As such, the import 
o f the work is not the p reserve  o f those s tand ing  outs ide  of it, hoping to 
address  it as a tota lity, but access ib le  to those  engaged  in carry ing ou t 
Kaprow 's  instructions. Early H appen ings  cons is ted  o f an exp l ic it  score  
genera ted  by Kaprow and fo l lo w ed  by the perfo rm ers , and a partia l one, 
in the sense of ins truct ions g ive n  by the a rt is t, fo l low ed  by the aud ience, 
and  augmented  by fa l l ing  back  on pa tte rns  o f behav iou r honed by 
a ttendance  at o ther art ac t iv i t ie s
Orange™, a H appening  rea lised in March 1964, was scored fo r  
400  trave l le rs  in an old c itrus w arehouse  W h ile  m ost of the part ic ipan ts  
w ere  trave lle rs, some were ass igned  spec if ic  roles; policeman, drivers,
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girl in a b ik in i, v io len t man, etc. All had been g iven  instructions so that 
a tten t ion  was d irected more toward the do ing  o f the activ ity  than a 
pass ive  a ttend ing  to what it m igh t be. The m a jor i ty  o f the part ic ipants  - 
the trave l le rs  w ithou t ass igned  roles - pass th rough  the space engag ing  
in a va r ie ty  of activ it ies ; squeez ing  an o range and drinking the juice, 
lay ing f low ers  on a girl in a ba th  full of o range  ju ice , adding lengths of 
s tr ing  to a spaghett i to tem. W here  A ssem b lages  and Com bines had 
taken  the com m onp lace  and ca lled  a ttention  to it th rough jux tapos it ion  - 
the ac t iv ity  of the artist - he re  it is the ac t ions  o f the part ic ipants  that 
ins t iga tes  the ir  recons ide ra t ion  of the m undane  in the work. W hat 
beg ins as a to ta li ty  - the sco re  - is f ragm en ted  by the d if fe r ing  ways it 
com es into being th rough the  experiences o f the  ind iv idua l part ic ipants. 
Kaprow 's  role, however, rem a ins  forem ost, because  of the spec if ic  
nature  of th is  score; thus, w h i le  ind iv idua l accou n ts  of the part ic ipants  
d if fe r,  they  concur su ff ic ien t ly  to regard the a rt is t  as the un ify ing  or 
enab ling  e lement. By co l la t ing  the various accoun ts  it is poss ib le  to 
app rox im a te  the score, to f ix  a point of o r ig in  or informing princip le, 
even  if no one ind iv idua l can expe rience  the whole.
In Kaprow 's  H appen ings  there is a m ove  tow ard  the d isso lu t ion  of 
the a rt is t 's  role in o rder that the  chance e lem en ts  o f the perfo rm ance  - 
those  th ings  that consc ious ly  emula te  the unp red ic tab i l i ty  o f life - can be 
regarded as such, ra ther than  spring ing from an overr id ing  strategy. The 
presence  o f  Kaprow w ith in  th e  work as a p a r t ic ip a n t  can be seen as a 
m eans o f fu r the r  d is tanc ing  h im se lf  from the idea o f the artist de liver ing  
the ob jec t fu l ly - fo rm ed  into th e  world fo r  the b eh o lde r  to respond to in an 
app rop r ia te  manner. If his par t ic ipa t ion  is regarded  as part of his role as 
the  c rea to r  of the piece, then  the work does  not have a separate  
ex is tence  as an ob jec t - e i th e r  the score o r  the  perform ance - but 
ins tead can be seen as a p rocess  undergone  by the artist Regarded in 
th is  m anner, the contr ibu t ion  o f  o ther pa r t ic ipan ts  is that o f enabling the
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art is t  to undergo  th is process - though  the stimulus be longs to Kaprow, it 
rem ains  in suspension  until such  time as others are b rought in to rea lise 
it. The scores fo r  the ea r l ie r  works have built-in d issonances  and 
irregu la r i t ie s  - the woman m ak ing  the spaghett i to tem in Orange,  the 
s traw berry - jam -cove red  car in H ouseho ld 51 - invit ing the p a r t ic ipan t to 
ass ign  the piece a rt is t ic  in ten t em ana ting  from the artist. The s ta tus  of 
the beh o lde r  is cr it ica l to an unders tand ing  of the nature  o f the work; 
p rope r ly  in tegra ted  into "the s p ir i t  of ceremony" she m ight co ns ide r  what 
S usanne  L an ge r  refers to as the  "s trangeness" or "o therness" o f  the 
w ork  of a r t52 as that which d is t in gu ishe s  those part ic ipa t ing  from  those 
ou ts ide  the  activ ity . Unable to engage  with the inv ita t ions  made by the 
work, the very same d isso na nce s  compound a sense o f  a liena tion  
be tw een  g if ted  a rt is t and f ru s t ra te d  beholder.
Though Kaprow w orks  toward  the e lim ination o f the aud ience  - 
and by im p lica t ion  the per fo rm er,  as all invo lved  become par t ic ipan ts  - 
he seem s re luctan t to accep t th e  imp lica tions this has on the s ta tus  of 
the ac t iv ity ,  its subsequen t ex is ten ce  and those part ic ipa t ing . Thus, 
w hen  he sta tes that
. .. the  artist need not be the only one respons ib le  fo r  a 
c rea t ive  action. W hile  he may decide that only he can a lter 
a p iece  as he sees f i t  d u r in g  a period of time, he may also 
see a va lue  in hav ing  nature  or o ther artists w ith  the ir  
d if fe ren t  backgrounds and tastes contr ibu te  to its 
changes  a fte rward  U s ing  an extrem e logic, th is  could 
imp ly  that anyth ing  m ay be art and anyone may be an 
artist, but in pla in fact it on ly  extends the r ight of sens it ive  
percep tion  and c rea t ive  activ ity  to those who w ish to 
respond appropr ia te ly , and artists usually p ro f fe r  th is 
inv ita t ion  w ith  d iscre t ion . 93
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he requires a f ixed  notion o f the a rt is t (and there fo re  art) to de te rm ine  
what is an app ropr ia te  response, and the d iscre t ionary  inv i ta t ion  to 
crea tive  ac t iv ity  is c learly  in tended to restr ic t the opportun it ies  fo r  other 
partic ipants. In one  sense an impasse is reached, as the m om en t an 
artist declares h e rse lf  as such, a r if t occurs between them and those  to 
whom the dec la ra t ion  is made. W ha t is implic it  in the s ta tem ent is the 
lack of aud ience, which  points to the poss ib i l i ty  o f an a ll-em brac ing  
condit ion, app roach ing  Beuys' be l ie f tha t 'ART = MAN', but he ld  back 
by adherence to  an aesthet ic , the "sens it ive  p e rcep t ion "  that 
re in troduces a pass ive  specta tor. Caro lee  Schneem ann regards  the 
e lem ent of conco rdance  as fundam en ta l  to Kaprow's H appen ings  - she 
observes that the  "aud ience /pa rt ic ipan t must agree to his p ro ced ures "54 
- implying tha t there  is a guid ing in ten t ion  (the art is t 's)  to which all else 
is subserv ient. W h i le  the tota l e l im ina t ion  o f the art is t 's  in ten t can  only 
be hypothes ised  - it wou ld  require the e lim ina t ion  of the role of th e  artist, 
or of the a rt is t  p e r  se, a p ropos it ion  exp lo red  in two d iss im ila r  ways in 
the work of Joseph  Beuys and Chris Burden - works such as George 
Brecht's Three W indow  Events  (see fig. 2) and Three A queous  Events  
(fig 6) move tow ard  th is state Both o f these  pieces, which co ns is t  of a 
small card w ith  w ords  that may be taken to be ins truc t ions  or th ings  in 
them selves, are c ited frequen tly  in Kaprow 's  writ ings. O r ig ina l ly  mailed 
to fr iends of the artist, they subsequen t ly  became co llec ted  w ith in  a 
boxed set com pris ing  some 100 scores (dependen t on which e d it ion  one 
had) and re fe rred  to co l lec t ive ly  as W ate r  Yam. A score fo r an early 
Kaprow H appen ing , how ever d ive rse  and random its rea lisa t ion , still 
requires the beh o lde r  to m enta l ly  or phys ica l ly  rea lise  its ins truct ions, 
which, because o f  the ir  genera l ly  com p lex  nature, cannot be je t t isoned  
once the ac t iv i ty  is under way, nor does the part icu la r i ty  of th e  score 
i tse lf encourage  dev ia t ion  from  its course  Brecht's  p ieces are  only 
ins tructions shou ld  the beho lder w ish to regard them as such - and the 
ways in which they  may be rea lised are so d ive rse  that a co lla t ion  of 
accounts of the p iece  would be un l ike ly  to po in t back toward  an point of
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orig in  - they can equa l ly  be s ta tem ents , and in the case o f  the w indow  
piece, in which the re  are only two even ts , a conundrum , lead ing  towards 
its d isso lution.
Both dur ing the  phase o f e xpans ion  and the par t ic ipa t ion  in the 
ear ly  Happenings, Kaprow 's  a t tem p ts  to genera te  work th a t  might take 
on an ex is tence  independen t o f the  art con tex t from w h ich  it had sprung 
can be seen to fo u n d e r  on the dens ity  and spec if ic i ty  o f the  materia ls 
em p loyed  Kaprow  in it ia l ly  chose to fil l his work w ith  th e  m ult ifa r ious 
objects, sights and sounds p rev ious ly  exc luded  from the ga l le ry . To this 
he added the beho lde r, at f i rs t as a p r iv i leged  spec ta to r ,  a llowed to 
touch and m an ipu la te  the ob jec ts  p rov ided  fo r  her, and then, 
increas ing ly , as a part ic ipant. Though  the form of the w ork  is d isrupted it 
rem ains p red ica ted  on a central, h e igh tened  period o f t im e during which 
o the r  ac t iv it ies  are suspended in o rder  to rea lise the work. Taking 
respons ib i l i ty  fo r  the  a rrangem ent o f  the work, which f req ue n t ly  enta iled 
a level of resource  m anagem en t more akin to a m il i ta ry  exercise, 
Kaprow 's  input w as inva r iab ly  m ore cons ide rab le  than th a t  o f the o ther 
part ic ipants , accord ing  him the role, if not o f 'a rt is t ',  th en  something 
app rox im a ting  th a t funct ion. The la te r  Happen ings  and the Act iv i t ies  
mark a decen tra l isa t ion  of the work, in which, ra th e r  than try to 
inco rpora te  e ve ry th ing , Kaprow re l inqu ishes  contro l to th e  exten t that 
the qua li t ies  of chance  and change  that he strove  to inco rpo ra te  entered  
into the work unb idden
D i s p e r s a l  a n d  r e f o r m a t i o n
In w rit ing  o f  the H appen ings , Kaprow s u gg es ts  that the
re la t ionsh ip  be tw een  art and life is a b inary  oppos it ion , as i f  the extrem e 
edge o f one is the  point at w h ich  it is c loses t to the o th e r  Deve lop ing 
Env ironm ents  was the  moment at wh ich
page 117
...my d isagreem en t with the ga lle ry  space began. I though t 
how m uch better it would be if you cou ld  jus t go out of 
doors and  f loat an env ironm ent into the  rest o f l ife so that 
such a caesura  would not be th e re .55
At this po in t  Kaprow assigns fo rm al p rope rt ies  to 'art' and ' l i fe ' - 
the fo rm er is bounded  by the walls and the d ic ta tes  of the gallery, the 
latter is w a it ing  outside. Subsequently , in de te rm in ing  the charac te r is t ics  
of the Happen ing , Kaprow does not locate  the  d iv is ion  so p rec ise ly  but, 
maintain ing an oppos it iona l stance, presses onw ard  toward  a f luc tua t ing  
'f ront line ' w he re  the two sides engage;
The line between art and life shou ld  be kept as flu id, and 
perhaps ind is t inc t as possib le The rec ip roc ity  between 
the m an-m ade  and the ready-made w il l  be at its m aximum 
potent ia l th is way. Som eth ing will a lw ays  happen at this 
junc tu re , which, if it is not reve la to ry , will not be merely 
bad art - fo r  no one can easily com pare  it w ith th is or that 
accep ted  m as te rp iece .56
It invokes  the paradox o f 'art' and 'non-a r t ' ,  which assum es that 
the latter, because  it fa ils to attain - or dec la res  itse lf  ind i f fe ren t to - the 
cond it ions con ta ined  w ith in  the fo rm er has no re la t ionsh ip  to it 
w hatsoever, w hen  in fac t the only way it comes into being is by 
adherence to ju s t  such a re la t ionship. There is an iconoc las t ic  d r ive  in 
Kaprow's early  Happenings, not so exp l ic it  th a t it enab les  those  res is tan t 
to the in ten t ions  of the work to d ism iss it as reac t ionary , but none the 
less push ing h im towards the perce ived  'edge ' o f art where  the old rules 
no longer app ly, where there  are no easy com par isons  w ith  accepted  
masterpieces. By a llowing any theme, m ate r ia ls  and actions to be 
incorporated in the  work "excep t  from the arts, the ir  de r iva t ives  and 
the ir  m il ieu "57, th e  works consc ious ly  in tend to  d is tance  them se lves  from 
art but are im p lica ted  still fu r the r  w ith in  its sphere  of in f luence
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S e lf-S e rv ice 58, a Happen ing  dating from  1967, perfo rm ed 
concu rren t ly  in Boston, New York and Los Ange les , a llows cons ide rab le  
f reedom  to the part ic ipan ts , both in terms o f space  and time. The 
in t roduc to ry  no tes  to the score convey  the co n tras t  between th is p iece 
and the in tense, overw he lm ing  sensory  expe r ience  laid-on fo r  the 
beho lde r o f Words,
It spanned  fou r  months, June th rough  September. 
Th ir ty -one  ac t iv i t ies  were  se lected  from a much larger 
number. T he ir  t ime and loca l ity  d is tr ibu t ion  w ere  determ ined 
by chance  methods. Part ic ipan ts  se lec ted  events from 
those  o ffe red  fo r  the ir  city; each had to p ick  at least one, 
a lthough  do ing  many or all was p re fe rab le  Details of t ime 
and p lace  were  f lex ib le  w ith in  each month; choices made 
from  month  to month over lapped , some ac t ions  recurr ing .59
The a rt is t 's  contro l ove r  the even t  is g rea t ly  d im in ished, and while  
param eters  of t ime and space are g iven  - fou r  m onths, a pa r t icu la r  c ity - 
they are su ff ic ien t ly  w ide  to p reven t the p iece f i l l in g  every part o f them, 
so that it necessar i ly  has to be cons ide red  in re la t ion  to the t ime and 
space o f the  life tha t con tinues a round and w ith in  it. The tem pora l and 
spatia l c ircum s tances  are la rge ly  de te rm ined  by the part ic ipants , while  
the ac t iv it ies  th em se lve s  are consc ious ly  d is tanced  from the art is t 's  
in ten t th rough  hav ing  been chosen by chance  methods, and by the 
unders tand ing  tha t it is le f t  up to the part ic ipan ts  to dec ide  which 
e lem ents  to use, and in w ha t o rder  (see fig 7). The part ic ipan t 's  role 
could  be regarded  as tak ing  p recedence  o ve r  tha t of the artist, who 
becomes, as N ick Kaye suggests , a supp lie r  o f m ater ia ls  fo r  the fo rm er 
to use;
It is a com pos it ion  to be taken  up by th e  v iewer in the 
face  of those  "m a te r ia ls "  Kaprow p rov ides , an ac t iv ity  
w h ich  does not lead to an "end", but w h ich  is a susta ined
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Boston (ava ilab le  ac t iv it ies)
Many shoppers begin to whistle in aisles of supermarket. After a few 
minutes they go back to their shopping.
Two people telephone each other. Phone rings once, is answered "hello".
Caller hangs up. After a few minutes, other person does same. Same 
answer. Phone clicks off. Repeated with two rings, three rings, four rings, 
five rings, six rings, seven, eight, nine, etc . . . .  until a line is busy.
At a supermarket (on another day) transistor radios playing rock are put into shelves of 
cereal, soaps, freezers, bananas, napkins, etc. Left there. On still another day, bouquets are 
tucked in with products.
3 a m. emptiness at a 24-hour washerette. Piles of clothes washed. Turning 
cylinders, blue-white flourescents. Regularly on the half-hour, loud bunch of 
photogs burst in, flash pix, leave. Home at five.
In a neighbourhood, people inflate by mouth a twenty-foot weather 
balloon. It is pushed through the streets and buried in a hole at th 
beach. The people leave it.
For a few moments at night, shouts, words, calls, all 
through bullhorns. Voices moving on the streets, from 
windows, around corners, in hallways, alleys.
Cars drive into filling station, erupt with white foam pouring from windows.
People tie tar paper around many cars in supermarket lot.
On another day, twenty or more flash-gun cameras shoot off at the same time all 
over supermarket; shopping resumed.
f ig .7 exce rp t from S e lf-S e rv ice  score, A l lan  Kaprow. 1967
process o f re la t ing  one th ing  to another, then another, 
then ano the r .60
The process echoes Luc ie -S m ith 's  unders tand ing  o f the a rt is t 's  
con tr ibu t ion  to Assem b lages , "m ak ing  the links between objects, putt ing  
them toge ther,"  ra the r  than  "m ak ing  ob jects ab init io", though  here  it is 
the beho lde r tha t is engaged  in the activ ity  The status of the ensu ing
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action, which, w ith in  the con tex t of a thea tr ica l  f ram e m ight const i tu te  a 
perform ance, is lessened, because  those  m ost ab le  to d iscern it as such 
are caught up in its cons truc t ion . Because  the ac t iv i t ies  are in term itten t, 
one is inv ited  to co ns ide r  the per iods when the part ic ipan ts  are not 
fo l low ing  Kaprow 's  ins truc t ions  but a t tend ing  to the ir  own l ives as a 
continua tion  o f th is  dec is ion -m ak ing  - consc ious ly  d is regard ing  the 
requ irem ents  o f the  activ ity , and making o the r  cho ices  and using o ther 
"materia ls". A l th ou g h ,  th rough  the use o f  chance  m ethods and the 
em powering  o f th e  ind iv idua l,  Kaprow  at t im es appears  to be str iv ing 
towards em u la t ing  an a p r io r i  no tion  o f w ha t life is, Se lf-Serv ice  
suggests  more th a t  life is a cond it ion  de r ived  from the fram e that 
ind iv idua ls  im pose  a round uns truc tu red  phenom ena. By p lacing 
seem ing ly  d isco n t in u o u s  even ts  w ith in  th is  fram e, the p iece inv ites  the 
part ic ipan t to a t te nd  to w ha t norm a lly  is a t ran spa ren t p rocess of 
imposing s truc tu re  upon  the world..
In S e lf-S e rv ice  there  is no fo rm a l co nn ec t io n  be tw een  ac t iv it ies  
that are h igh ly  v is ib le  and a t trac t  an aud ie nce  - "Cars d rive  into f i l l ing  
station, e rupt w ith  w h ite  foam  pouring  from  w indow s" - and those  that 
are d isce rn ib le  on ly  to those  carry ing  them  ou t - "P eop le  stand on 
bridges, on s tree t co rners , w a tch  cars pass A f te r  two hundred  red ones 
they  leave"61. To de l ine a te  ac t iv i t ies  in to  v is ib le  and d iscre te  ca tegor ies , 
or, to d is t ingu ish  them  in art te rm s, be tw een  per fo rm ance  and 
conceptua l art, is to  im pose form. From the part ic ipan t 's  pe rspective , 
the various a c t iv i t ie s  are all tasks  tha t may or may not be carr ied out In 
th is sense they  cou ld  be regarded  in te rm s of Lyo ta rd 's  event, 
fo reg round ing  the  fa c t  o f th e ir  occu rrence  o ve r  the par t icu la r  nature  o f 
the activ ity . Th is  is re in fo rced  by the know ledge  tha t o the r  part ic ipants , 
in the same c ity  o r  e lsew here  w ere  a lso ca rry ing  ou t tasks and, 
depending  on the  am o un t o f in fo rm a t ion  a v a i lab le  to each ind iv idua l,  it 
wou ld  be poss ib le  to  regard  to ta lly  unco nn ec ted  occurrences  as part of
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the Happening. Some of the cho ices, such as the coun t ing  o f  red cars, 
are so imperceptib le  both to the outs ide  observe r and o the r  part ic ipants  
tha t any num ber of people  s tand ing  on a s tree t m igh t be potentia l 
part ic ipants . O the r  activ it ies  left a v is ib le  trace of the ir  occu rrence  - "A 
car is built on an isolated m ounta in  top from junk  parts. Is le f t . "  - so that 
the part ic ipan ts , coming across a s im ilar incong ruous  structure  or 
s trange  phenom enon  might w o n d e r  whe ther it was the  p roduct of 
com parab le  intent. By iso la ting behav iou r  or phenom ena  in to  d iscrete 
segments, Kaprow  encourages his part ic ipants  to v iew  the w or ld  as less 
fam il ia r  than it might p rev ious ly  have  seemed. Kaprow  m oves from 
p romoting  the idea of ceremony, w ith  its c learly de f ined  sepa ra t ion  from 
the everyday  - the spec if ic  loca tion  of Orange, the so und ing  of bells in 
18 H appen ings  - to a cond it ion  in w h ich  the everyday is in f i l t ra ted  by the 
work (and v ice  versa) to the e x ten t that the d iv is ion  be tw een  the two 
could  be regarded as a rb it ra ry  and consc ious ly  im posed. Unfam il ia r i ty  
thus arises no t from the reorder ing  o f e lements w ith in  a know n  form but 
th rough  the d isrup t ion  of any form  stable and broad enough  to conta in  
the d ispara te  actions that cons t i tu te  the work.
The tem pora l and spatia l dep th  of the work, though  it f rus tra tes 
the ass im ila t ion  of Se lf Serv ice  w ith in  a system of d iscourse , lessens the 
in tens ity  and e ff icacy  of the ac t ions  for those par t ic ipa t ing ; the shared 
and d if fe r ing  experiences of those  invo lved  in O range  look  toward the 
evoca t ion  of group identity , p red ica ted  not on adh e ren ce  to ex is t ing 
norms but the  present experience  o f  its const i tuen ts . In bo th  instances, 
the d is t inc t ive  qua lity  of the work is governed to a large e x ten t  by the 
d im ens ions  o f  the frame that encom passes it. In Orange, a spec if ic  s ite  
is charged  w ith  an importance  aris ing from  the  concen tra t ion  of 
seem ing ly  unre la ted  ac t iv it ies  occurr ing  w ith in  its bounds  By contrast, 
the part icu la r  qua lity  of S e lf  Serv ice  is in part a c o n se qu en ce  of the  
s ite 's  d ispe rsa l  (in t ime and space .)  Allan Kaprow 's  subse qu en t  work,
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which he te rm s "Act iv i t ies", a ttempts to p rov ide  a forum in which fo rm  is 
quest ioned , tes ted  and re fash ioned  ra ther than evaded .
In his th ree-par t essay, Educa tion  o f  th e  U n-A rt is t , s tem m ing 
from 1971, K aprow  addresses the problem of us ing  art to escape  the 
con fines  of art, and suggests  that the ac t iv ity  of a r t is ts  be red irected ;
It is o n ly  when ac t ive  art is ts  w il l ing ly  c e a s e  to be art is ts  
tha t th e y .m a y  conve rt  the ir  abil it ies, like dollars in to  yen, 
in to  som eth ing  the world  can spend: play. P lay as 
cu rrency . Learn ing to play can best be d o n e  by exam ple , 
and the  un-art is t  can prov ide  it. In the  n e w  job  of educato r, 
he and she need simply to play as they  o n c e  did under  the 
banne r o f art, but among those who do n o t  care abou t that. 
G radua l ly ,  the ped ig ree  "art" w il l  recede into 
i r re le v a n c e .62
There  are  severa l departu res from the c o n c e p t  of the H appen ing , 
p r inc ipa l ly  the  idea o f play, which Huiz inga d e f in e s  as
a f re e  ac t iv ity  s tand ing quite  co nsc iou s ly  outs ide  
'o rd ina ry '  l ife as being 'not serious ' bu t a t  the same time 
abso rb ing  the p layer in tensely  and u t te r ly .63
W here  H appen ings  such as O range  in ten t ion a l ly  m im icked life, 
rep resen ting  it, so that at the ir  most ' l i fe - l ike ' th e y  most fu l ly  em bod ied  
art, p lay s tands  apart from  life It is to some d eg re e  ana logous  to both 
art and life w i tho u t  being in tended as a co m m en ta ry  on e ither. W h a t 
Kaprow  seem s to be reach ing  toward is a c o n d it io n  that is fu nd am e n ta l ly  
a p rocess  w i th o u t  any d iscern ib le  product: it is  the ac t ive  side o f  the 
ob jec t re jec t ing  rep resen ta t ion  and jus t  be ing  - the  par t ic ipan t re jec t ing  
p rior vo l i t ion  and jus t do ing  By engag ing  w ith  o thers  on a basis o the r  
than the  a rt is t ic ,  Kaprow a ttempts to evade  the  inco rpo ra t ion  o f his work
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into the  fie ld  o f art. The na tu re  of the ensu ing  activ it ies  is d if f icu l t  to 
d e te rm ine  because o f the pauc ity  of in fo rm a tion  concern ing them - a 
nece ssa ry  p re requ is ite  fo r the  avo idance  of comm odif ica tion. One such 
ac t iv i ty ,  M aneuvers6*, has been  docum ented  by both Kaprow and Jam es 
H indm an, and se rves  to i l lus tra te  the m anner o f the work The scenario  
fo r  pa rt one is as fo l lows;
1 A and B 
pass ing  backw ards  
th rough  a doorw ay 
one  before  the o ther
th e  other, saying you 're  first
pass ing  th rough  aga in  
m ov ing  in reverse  
T he  first, saying thank  me 
be ing  thanked
loca ting  fo u r  more doo rs  
repea t ing  rou t ine 65
A lthough  there  is an in ten tion  th a t it p recedes an activ ity , the 
score  is fa r  more inde te rm ina te  than those  fo r the Happenings. In 
O range ,  there  are spec if ic  ro les  - 400 trave l le rs ,  policeman, gir l in b ikin i, 
man b reak ing  fu rn i tu re ,  etc. - w hereas 'A and B' suggests two people  (or 
two g roups  of peop le),  w i tho u t  spec ify ing  sex, a tt i tude  or occupation  
S im ila r ly ,  the loca t ion  is no t in tended as a backdrop fo r the activ ity , a 
s tage  o r  phys ica l fram e th a t  surrounds it, but d irect ly  re levan t to the 
a c t iv i ty  in hand W h e the r  in ten t iona l or not, the lack o f speech marks 
in fe r  th a t  the a c t iv i ty  is not a quoting o f a f ixed  text, or the p lay ing ou t of 
a sce ne  that has a lready been m en ta l ly  performed, but the work ing  
th ro u g h  of an idea The g ram m ar is not syn tac t ica l ly  correct but sparse, 
se rv ing  only as a m eans o f enab ling  an ac t iv ity
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Although  the ac t iv ity  a rises from e ve ryd a y  behav iour, its dev iance 
from the norm - pass ing th rough  the door backw ards , te l l ing  the o the r to 
thank  them  - p reven ts  it f rom  being a recons truc t ion  of real life, which 
wou ld  focus  the part ic ipan t 's  a ttent ion  on th e i r  ac tions ' tru th- to - l i fe  
Instead, the fam il ia r i ty  o f the  action, coup led  w ith  its repetit ion , d istorts 
the o rd inariness. It is com parab le  to the "s t ra ng en ess"  Susanne  Langer 
be l ieves  is evoked  by the a rt  work, but d i f fe re n t ia te d  by the lack o f a 
separa te  beho lde r /aud ience  and by the fac t  th a t  it is ins t iga ted  by the 
ind iv idua l ra th e r ' tha n  an ex te rna l object, such as a score, as is the case 
in Soap  and Orange. In th is  instance, the sco re  in it ia tes the act iv ity  but 
the s trangeness arises from  the ind iv idua l 's  aw a reness  o f self. There is 
not a th ing  apart e ithe r  to hold up th is s t ran ge n ess  fo r  contem pla t ion  
(the ob ject), or to leg it im a te  it (the a ud ience ) ,  both are w ith in  the 
part ic ipan ts , resu lt ing  in a consc iousness  of s e l f  as c rea tor and creation. 
Such a state is o bv iou s ly  se lf -re f lec t ive , and  the score bears the 
respons ib i l i ty  both fo r  induc ing  it and, equally , p reven t ing  it from slipping 
into com p le te  inert ia  The ac t iv ity ,  then, b eco m e s  the ' th rough- l ine ' - not 
the th ing  itself, but that w h ich  ass is ts  in co m p le t in g  it. The  presence of 
the o the r  part ic ipan t(s )  is a no the r  fac to r  that h inde rs  con tem p la t ion  but, 
more important ly , is a po in t  of re ference; K aprow 's  notes fo r  another 
activ ity , R outine66, s ta te tha t "People  g e n e ra l ly  devo te  them se lves  to 
m irror ing  who they  are in o the rs "67. In M aneuvers ,  the part ic ipan t is 
inv ited  to engage with the  o ther as a m ea ns  of enab ling  the "other" 
w ith in  them se lves  to m an ifes t  i tself. W h i le  the  o the r  may be the 
aud ience , they are s im u ltaneous ly  the per fo rm er(s ) .  This inv ites one to 
co ns ide r  that the co -ex is tence  of pe r fo rm er and  aud ience in both the 
ind iv idua l consc iousness and in 'A and B' req u ires  a more f lex ib le  notion 
of pe r fo rm ance  Kaprow m akes the fo l low ing  d is t inc t ion ;
Ord inar i ly , a pe r fo rm ance  is some k ind  o f play, dance  or
conce rt p resen ted  to an aud ience  - e ven  in the avan t-ga rde
But actua lly , there  are two types o f pe r fo rm an ce  currently
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being made by artists: a p re do m in an t  thea tr ica l one, and a 
sm aller less-recogn ised  n on -thea tr ica l  one. They 
co rrespond, in teresting ly , to the  two m ean ings the word 
"p e r fo rm a nce ” has in English . One m ean ing  refers to 
artistry, as in perform ing  on th e  v io l in ; w h ile  the second 
m eaning has to do with ca rry ing  out a job  or func t ion , as 
when perfo rm ing  a task, se rv ice  or duty; viz., a "h igh- 
pe r fo rm ance  eng ine " .68
The second meaning sti ll pos its  an ac t iv ity  tha t is su bse rv ien t to 
its re su lt  - the task, serv ice - w he reas  fo r  the par t ic ipan ts  in M aneuvers  
th is  s ituat ion  is inverted , w ith  the p rocess  tak ing  p recedence. This 
p ro v id e s  prob lem s in terms of va l id a t io n  and leg it im a tion , but on ly  if one 
w ish e s  it to be art, and, fu rthe rm ore , i f  one cons ide rs  tha t it is def ined  
as such  by con tem p la t ing  it w ith  re fe ren ce  to o ther, accep ted  works. 
M an eu vers  was com m iss ioned  by the  Fram art G a lle ry  of Naples, who, 
w h i le  fac i l i ta t ing  d iscuss ion  be tw een  part ic ipan ts  both  be fo re  and 
a f te rw ard , appea r not to have reg a rde d  the exerc ise  as the necessary  
p re c u rs o r  to m ore 'exh ib itab le ' docu m e n ta t io n  and per fo rm ances . The art 
c o n te x t  still persists, but with the  e xpe c ta t io n s  o f the  ob jec t and its 
e n v iro n m e n t and the a tt i tude  o f the beh o lde r  tow ard  it rep laced with an 
aw a re n ess  of se lf as v iew e r and v iewed, a dynam ic  in te rac t ion  
m o t iva ted  by the  ind iv idua l ra the r  than  an externa l ob ject.
A later Ac t iv i ty ,  S a tis fa c t ion 69, deve lops  th is  w ay  o f approach ing  
b e h a v io u r  in a socia l con tex t ra the r  th an  on an in te rpe rsona l level. Four 
p a r t ic ip a n ts  carry out fou r  sepa ra te  ac t iv it ies , e ithe r  in pairs or as a 
g ro up  In the th ird  part, it is app a ren t  th a t one pa ir  (C & D) ins truc t the 
o th e r  (A & B) in the ir  actions;
C and D, saying to B:
feed  A
(or)
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kiss A 
(or)
bathe A
show ing  how
B, answering : unh-hunh  
(or)
unh-unh
com p ly ing  if agreeab le
C and D, nodding or shak ing  heads
C and D, repeating  request 
or choos ing  ano the r  
B, answering  
com p ly ing  or not
C and D, nodding or shak ing  heads 
ti ll op t ions  are e x h a u s te d 70
Though  the actions are g iven, the  in te rpre ta t ion  o f responses and 
the who le  sp ir it  in which the ac t iv i ty  is carr ied out can not be dete rm ined  
by Kaprow Underly ing  the dec la red  ac t iv i ty  is a sub tex t p red ica ted  on 
the ind iv idua ls ' unders tand ing  o f  the reac t ions  o f the o thers. The act iv ity  
is su ff ic ien t ly  personal to invo lve  the fee l ings  the par t ic ipan ts  m ight 
have fo r  each other, it is "a rou t ine  w h ich  both p ro tects  them  from real 
l ife while  revea ling  it a b u n d a n t ly ”71. Kaprow 's  notes fo r  the Ac t iv i ty  
suggest tha t it is concerned  w ith  the econom ics  o f a t ten t ion -ge tt ing  and 
g iv ing, an exchange  tha t e ven  the art is t, unless they  are a part ic ipant, 
cannot p lay any part in .72 As w ith  M aneuvers,  the A c t iv i ty 's  aud ience  is 
inco rpora ted  w ith in  the p iece, though , superf ic ia l ly ,  the part ic ipan ts  
a lterna te  be tw een  active  and pass ive  states, the switch be tw een  one 
and the o the r  i tse lf a t rade  in a ttent ion.
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Kaprow 's  departu re  from the  conventions  tha t in fo rm  art is t ic  
practice  is such th a t one m ight use fu l ly  look to o ther d isc ip l ines  to find 
an app ropr ia te  m eans o f e ngag ing  with his work. Though it is not known 
w he ther  he is fa m il ia r  with the tex t,  Eric Berne 's Games P e op le  Play, 
pub lished  in 1964, approaches Kaprow 's  area of inves t iga t ion  from the 
fie ld  o f psycho logy . D eve lop ing  his work on transac t iona l analysis, 
Berne iden t if ies  th ree  d e f ic ien c ies  that p rovoke  social in te rcou rse ; the 
need fo r  s t imulus, recogn it ion  and  structure. S tructu ring  of t im e  p rov ides 
a fram e w ith in  Which the o the r  requ irem en ts  can be met;
The most comm on, conve n ien t ,  com fortab le , and u t i l i ta r ian  
m ethod o f  s tructur ing  t im e is by a p ro ject designed to  deal 
w ith  the m ater ia l o f e x te rna l  reality: what is com m on ly  
known as work. Such a p ro jec t is techn ica l ly  ca l le d  an 
ac t iv i ty .73
More spec ia l ised  m eans o f  s tructur ing  time iden t i f ied  by Berne 
are, in o rder  o f  com p lex ity , r itua ls , pastimes, games, and in t im acy. It 
was noted  that Kaprow  in it ia lly  d e ve lo pe d  the Happening a lo n g  the lines 
of r itua l, which, as defined  by Berne , is a "s tereo typed se r ies  o f s imple 
com p lem en ta ry  t ransac t ions  p rogram m ed by externa l socia l fo rc e s "74. In 
the absence  o f a ritual s te reo type  (as ev iden t in the w o rk  o f Lebel) 
Kaprow  ins t iga ted  transac t ions , the  art is t being the o u ts id e  agency 
de te rm in ing  its occurrence  L a te r  works, such as Se lf-Serv ice ,  begin to 
exh ib it  an inc reas ing  co nsc iou sne ss  of the carry ing out of th e  task (the 
par t ic ipan t 's  expe r ience )  and a co rrespond ing  lessening o f im por tance  of 
the role o f the artist. W ith  th e  Act iv i ty , Kaprow ceases to p rov ide  
un fam il ia r  tasks fo r  his p a r t ic ip a n ts  and ins tead a llows them  to question 
m ater ia l tha t is "a lmost too fa m i l ia r  to g ra sp "75 . The a r t is t 's  notes fo r  
Satis fac t ion  are com parab le  to  Berne 's unders tand ing  o f the  goal of 
socia l in te rac t ion ;
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The goal o f each  m em ber of the agg rega tion  is to obta in  as 
many sa t is fac t io ns  as poss ib le  from his transac t ions  w ith  
o ther m em bers . The more access ib le  he is, the more 
sa t is fac t ions  he can obta in . Most o f the p rogram m ing  o f  his 
social o pe ra t ion s  is a u to m a t ic .76
The func t ion  o f the A c t iv i ty  wou ld  then be to recogn ise  th is 
autom atic  b ehav iou r ,  "focus ing  on w ha t is hab itua l and try ing  to put a 
line round w ha t is co n t in u o u s ."77 In one sense, th is  m ight be regarded as 
the imposit ion  o f  fo rm , though  th is is not the w ork 's  intent. Rather, by 
acknow ledg ing  the  h idden s truc tu res  tha t under l ie  the m ost common 
behav iou r  patterns, the par t ic ipan t is able to cha l lenge  them, rep lac ing 
m echan ica l b e h a v io u r  with "awareness, spon tane ity  and in t im acy"78.
C o n c l u s i o n
Kaprow's in i t ia l  Assem b lages  can be seen as reac t ions  to the 
l im ita tions o f p a in t in g  as a medium. Proceeding  from the rem ova l of the 
f ie ld  in f ig u ra t ive  w ork ,  he rep laces it w ith  real m ate r ia ls  and sensa tions  
that w iden the vo cab u la ry  o f the medium ra ther than cha l lenge  the 
language tha t it employs. The accom m oda t ion  of D ucham p's  
R eadym ades w ith in  the canon is a fa te  po ten t ia l ly  awa it ing  any ob jec t 
that m ight seek to underm ine  the  d ic ta tes  of art, as repea ted  v iew ing  o f 
the ir  unchang ing  fo rm  encourages  accep tance  and then fam il ia r i ty .  One 
o f the means o f cha l leng ing  th is  is to res is t the fron ta l i ty  o f the  object, 
p rov id ing  co n f l ic t in g  ways o f rece iv ing  the work - as is the  case w ith  
R auschenberg 's  M onog ram  • a s tra tegy more fu l ly  exp lo red  in the 
M inimal works o f  R obert Morris, Carl Andre , Donald  Judd and others 
Kaprow is less su b t le  in de ta in ing  the beholder, f i rs t  with sounds tha t 
emanate  from A sse m b lag es  th rough  to E nv ironm ents  that are entered
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into. The ob jec t  becom es less im portan t as a v isua l st imulus and more 
so as a p re tex t  fo r  s truc tu r ing  the  time o f the beholder.
In it ia lly, Kaprow 's  Env ironm en ts  fo reg rounded  the beho lder 's  
sense o f be ing  su rrounded , s t im u la t ing  severa l senses in an 
app rox im a t ion  of the  way in w hich  the  world  outs ide  the ga l le ry  is 
acknow ledged  The w orks  did not how ever g ive  much a tten t ion  to the 
po ten t ia l of the  beh o lde r  as an e lem en t w ith in  the env ironm ent. Instead, 
Kaprow 's  E n v iro nm e n ts  place cons ide rab le  em phas is  on chang ing  the 
c ircum stances  of the beho lde r  but a llow only l im ited and p rede te rm ined  
m an ipu la t ion  o f  th em se lve s  In the absence  o f the rules o f the  gallery 
space, Kaprow ins t iga tes  new  rules o f engagem en t, w he th e r  the 
scraw led  ins truc t ions  in W ords  or the  p rec ise  p rogram m e notes 
accom pany ing  18 H appen ings .  These scrip ts or "scores", one for the 
perfo rm ers  and a no the r  fo r  the  aud ience , pa radox ica l ly  both re in fo rced  
the d iv ide  be tw een  the  two part ies  and yet accen tua ted  the d is t inc t ion  to 
the  po in t w here  its l im ita t ions  becam e apparen t. Both pe r fo rm ers  and 
aud ience  were  be ing  d irec ted  in the ir  ac tions; it w as the res idue  of the 
idea of the art w ork  as ob jec t  that m a in ta ined  d is t inc t ions  between 
these  ac t ions  Thus, the per fo rm ers  were  p rov id ing  som eth ing  fo r the 
aud ience  to respond  to, wh ile  the p rec iseness o f the  score, and o ften 
the  exac tness  o f the  ensu ing  execu t ion , aris ing from  frequen t rehearsa l, 
p rov ided  the work w ith  a pa r t icu la r i ty  tha t wou ld  ensure  its autonom y. 
Kaprow 's  su b se q u e n t  gu ide l ines  on H appen ings , em phas is ing  the ir  
unrepea tab i l i ty ,  coup led  with his in te res t in change  and chance, resu lted 
in a sh if t  from  the work  as an entity  toward  work  as an ac t iv i ty  The 
random  se lec t ion  o f  tasks in Se lf-S e rv ice  suggests  that the w ork  is not 
the rea lisa t ion  o f the  m ate r ia ls  p rov ided  by the a rt is t  but the  act of 
respond ing  to them. It looks fo rw ard  to the im pos it ion  o f s truc tu re  on 
eve ryday  occu rre nce s  in the A c t iv i t ie s ,  as dec is ions  as to w ha t task to
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realise, and where and when to enact it, pe rm eate  o the r  more world ly  
cons iderations.
In the  Act iv i t ies , m eticu lous a tten t ion  to hab itua l  behav iou r, 
th rough speeding  up and s lowing down act ions , inve rt ing  roles and other 
devices, renders the underly ing  structure  d isce rn ib le , not to be held up 
fo r  inspect ion, but as a f ram ework  shap ing  b eh av iou r  in rea l time 
Though the  work m ight easily slip into pe r fo rm ance  - the  success of the 
Act iv i ty  is dependen t on Kaprow making a fa m i l ia r  task  su ff ic ien t ly  odd 
that hab itua l responses are d isrup ted  and ye t  not so strange th a t the 
com m onp lace  is fo rsaken  fo r the surreal e xp lo ra t ion  it engenders  - both 
M aneuvers  and Satis fac t ion  demand equa l com m itm ent f rom  all 
part ic ipa ting . In Satis fac t ion , a sh if t  toward  an iron ic  s tance by any of 
the part ic ipan ts  is m ed ia ted  th rough  all the o the rs ; though  it m ay be a 
reflection on the work, it is s im u ltaneous ly  a no the r  exchange  w ith in  its 
terms.
From denounc ing  the l im ita tions of s truc tu re  in his ea r ly  work, 
con fron t ing  habitua l responses w ith  the u ne xpe c te d ,  Kaprow 's  more 
recent exp lo ra t ions  unearth  the form dete rm in ing  the m ost com m onp lace  
activ it ies. In a sense, he app lies the same c r ite r ia  fo r  se lect ing  mater ia l 
as Luc ie-Sm ith  obse rved  in Pop artists, " th ings  we th ink  o f in a way 
which is a lm ost en t ire ly  abstract", though  a ccum u la t ing  ac t ions  rather 
than ob jects . W here  th is  return to ex is t ing  fo rm  m arks an adva nce  over  
its p rev ious  inca rna tion  in Assem blages is th e  po ten t ia l fo r fo rm  to be 
m an ipu la ted , ques t ioned  and eva lua ted  by th e  ve ry  peop le  th a t bring it 
into being The a rt is t  serves as a gu ide  to  those  areas w he re  the 
ind iv idua l hab itua lly  performs certa in  tasks  and ob l iga t ions  w ithout 
su ff ic ien t d is tance to acknow ledge  them  as po ten t ia l s ites of 
se lf -d iscove ry  By ca ll ing  a ttent ion  to th is behav iou r ,  Kaprow and those 
work ing w ith  him fo reground  the p e r fo rm a t ive  e lem en t of the ac t iv i ty  so 
that it em braces Kaprow 's  two de f in it ions  o f  the  word  per fo rm ance , both
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tha t be fo re  an aud ience  and tha t concerned  w ith  ca rry ing  out a task. In 
his 1976 essay, "N on-T hea tr ica l  Perfo rm ance" , Kaprow  a rt icu la tes  the 
f lex ib i l i ty  o f  this pos it ion : " 'pe r fo rm ance ' is an a t t i tude  about invo lvem en t 
on some p lane  in som eth ing  go ing  on. It does not h ave  to be "on stage" 
and it rea lly  does no t have to be a n n ou nce d ."79 It is the bas is  for an 
e ng ag em en t that does  not recogn ise  the  d iv is ion  o f a rt is t  and beholder, 
the im pos it ion  of a de te rm in ing  judgem en t,  nor even  the necess ity  of 
phys ica l in vo lvem en t.  Kaprow reaches a po in t w he re  he is no longe r  in 
f l igh t  from  the ty ranny  o f form, ins tead  regard ing  it as som eth ing  he may 
chose to a pp ly  to "som eth ing  go ing  on" in w h a te ve r  m anne r he p leases.
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3 J o s e p h  B e u y s :  L i fe  as  a p a le  im i ta t i o n  o f  A r t
In the p reced ing  chapters, the works o f Robert Morris and Allan 
Kaprow were pos ited  as m oves to re co ns id e r  the status, and, 
occas iona lly , the necess ity  o f the ob ject to th e  art work. W h e re  the 
ob jec t had served as the focus o f a ttention, its primacy was cha l lenged  
by the Primary S truc tu res ' inv ita t ion  to the beh o lde r  to co ns ide r  her 
ac t iv ity  before  the ob jec t  of equal if not g re a te r  import than any o f  its 
physica l charac te r is t ics . Morris ' la ter "Anti Form " work aga in  se rved  to 
p riv i lege  process o v e r  product, by fo re g ro un d in g  the labour o f the artist. 
A llan Kaprow in i t ia l ly  sought to make form inc lu s ive  (Assem b lages  and 
Env ironm ents) ,  then  to d ispense  w ith  it a l tog e th e r  (H appen ings .)  
Latterly, he acknow ledged  the imposs ib i l i ty  o f  e rad ica ting  fo rm  and, 
instead, h igh l igh ted  its ex is tence  in e v e ry d a y  behav iou r  w ith  the 
Act iv i t ies , rende ring  it at once both access ib le  and  mutable
Kaprow's jo u rn e y  from " found" o b jec ts  to " found" b eh av iou r  
fo l lows a path th a t la rge ly  avo ids  assum ing th e  terms and co nd it ions  of 
p re -ex is t ing  d isc ip l ines , be they painting, scu lp tu re  or thea tre . Like 
Morris, wh ils t  a s tu te  enough to avoid  becom ing  em bro iled in de fend ing  
an oppos it iona l "a n t i"  or "non" art stance, K a p ro w  nonethe less  laboured  
aga inst and, subsequen tly , outs ide  an art e s tab l ish m en t p e rpe tua ted  by 
wea lthy  ins t i tu t ions  and ind iv idua ls  com m itted  to the e q u iva len ce  of 
aes the t ic  and f in an c ia l  va lues. C learly, fo r  th e  artists to gene ra te  an 
income, funds a r is ing  from the ir  engagem en t in  ob jec t-d irec ted  w o rk  are 
fo r th c o m in g 1, th o u g h  the re fusa l to genera te  objects that co n f la te  the 
aes the t ic  with the  econom ic  severs the l in k  between an in fo rm ed, 
w ea lthy  elite and an im pover ished  avan t-g a rd e , an "um bil ica l cord  of 
gold", as G reenbe rg  o bse rve s2. Kaprow d is tan ces  h im self  from m any  of 
the accou trem en ts  o f  the trad it iona l artist, sp ec if ica l ly  the rea lisa t ion  of 
an 'a rt is t ic ' tem p e ra m e n t in objects that m ig h t  be judged  to possess 
aes the t ic  qua li t ies . In doing so, he tests the p reva i l ing  u nde rs tand ing  of
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w h a t  an art is t m ight be and inv ites  a recons ide ra t ion  o f the role o f such 
a f igure.
The reappra isa l of the artist 's  role m ight be regarded as an 
inev i tab le ,  if un in ten t iona l,  consequence  o f the evas ion  of fo rm  in 
K aprow 's  work. For Joseph  Beuys, such a reappra isa l,  focused  on the 
c rea t ive  impulse o f the  ind iv idua l,  as opposed  to its m an ifes ta t ion  in 
ob jec ts ,  is the fundam en ta l  purpose  of art. Beuys ' fo reg round ing  of the 
a rt is t ,  not on ly  in  re la t ion  to the  art work, but in every  sphere  o f human 
ac t iv i ty ,  m ight be cons ide red  as a d isrup t ion  o f fo rm  tha t p roceeds in a 
v e ry  d if fe ren t m anner from  tha t ins t igated by the  work o f Kaprow. Rather 
th a n  an accum u la t ion  o f every th ing  w ith in  the fram e so th a t what 
cons t i tu tes  th is f ram e is no longer d isce rn ib le , Beuys dec la res  h im self 
to  be at the centre o f  the work and defines  all o the r  e lem ents  in re lation 
to  his position.
Such is the cen tra l i ty  o f  Beuys- the -a rt is t  to any th ing  he engages 
w i th  that its identity , w he the r  polit ica l ac t iv ism , d iscuss ion , scu lp ting , 
e v e n  eating and d r ink ing  is secondary  to the la rger p ro jec t of p resen ting  
Joseph  Beuys. As the art c r it ic  A las ta ir  M ack in tosh  obse rved  a fte r 
encoun te r ing  Beuys' pe r fo rm ances  during the f irs t  o f severa l v is i ts  to 
Sco tland , "Joseph Beuys ' g rea tes t work is Joseph  Beuys, or ra the r  the 
p resen ta t ion  of Joseph  Beuys ."3 The te rm s of pa r t icu la r  m odes of 
exp ress ion  - pe r fo rm ance , ob jec t  work, po l i t ica l ac t iv ism  - are su ff ic ien t ly  
adhe red  to fo r  them to  be recogn ised as such, but in the works ' con tinua l 
re fe rra l to the b iog raph ica l  and m ytho log ica l c ircum stances  o f the ir  
c rea to r  and, by ex tens ion , to each other, fo rm  is des tab i l ised
The in te rdependenc ies  o f Beuys' works are such tha t in te rroga tion  
o f  any ind iv idua l ob jec t  or perfo rm ance  tends not to fu rn ish  a fu l le r  
unde rs tand ing  of the  entity  bu t instead s treng then  the  sense th a t it must
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situate  i tse lf  in re la t ion  to other, absent con tex ts .  These contexts  are not 
bounded  by assem bling  the a rt is t 's  oeuvre , as with Tolk ien 's  Middle 
Earth nove ls  and Jo se f  A lbers ' 'Homage to th e  Square' series, but spill 
out into the consequen t ia l  world  inhab ited  by the beho lder that Beuys 
dec lares to be equa lly  susceptib le  to fa sh io n in g  by the artist. Any point 
o f entry into the work o f Joseph Beuys is a rb it ra ry , since it necessari ly  
imposes d iv is ion  - address ing  a pa r t icu la r  area o f enquiry, be it a 
com para t ive ly  narrow  f ie ld  such as his d raw ings  or the b roader sweep of 
b iog raphy  - upon an a rt is t  whose a llure is fo un de d  on the ind iv is ib i l ty  of 
his ac t ions  into d isc re te  spheres. The fo l lo w in g  remarks trace a route 
th rough the to ta li ty  o f  Joseph Beuys, acknow ledg ing  some of the 
d ive rgen t paths tha t are encoun te red , bu t res is t ing  the tem pta t ion  to 
e x trapo la te  the topo g ra ph y  from the  s ingu la r i ty  of the trail.
I n v e n t in g  th e  p a s t
Beuys set ou t a persona tha t in its p ro jection a ttempted  to 
underm ine  h is tor ica l and cu ltura l a ssum ptions  that m ight inh ib it  its 
deve lopm ent,  reconce iv ing  the art ob jec t by locating it w ith in  h imself. 
The ve ry  qua li t ies  th a t Susanne Langer asc r ibes  to the work o f art - 
"o the rness" and "se l f -su ff ic ie ncy "  among them  - and the concept o f aura 
that the crit ic  W a lte r  Benjam in iden t if ied  in the  object 's  un iqueness and 
d is tance  from the b eh o lde r4, ques t ioned  by Morris, Kaprow and o the r 
art is ts  w ho  came to p rom inence  in the 1960s, is seem ing ly  resurrected  in 
the phys ica l p resence  o f Joseph Beuys. In it ia l ly  th is move took the form 
o f pe r fo rm ances  tha t were overt ly  th e a tr ic a l5, but as the 's tage ' fo r  
Beuys ' in te rven t ions  w idened to inc lude  economic, polit ica l and 
eco log ica l  concerns, cons ide ra t ion  of the w ork  w ith in  the p reva i l ing  
unders tand ing  o f art became prob lem atic . Even the props fo r  Beuys 
per fo rm ances  - the d is t inc t ive  un ifo rm  o f fe l t  hat, s leeve less jacke t,  
baggy trousers  and boots - p ressed in to  serv ice fo r a lmost every
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s u b se qu en t  pub lic  appea rance , coup led with "an in tensity  where 
psychodram a  and d idac t ic ism  go toge ther  like le t tuce  and tom a to ",6 
im bued  even the most m undane  occas ion  with the a ir  of a perfo rm ance  
To a degree he embod ies L yo ta rd 's  conception  o f the  postm odern  artist, 
o ne  who "puts fo rward  the unp re sen ta b le  in p resen ta t ion  i tse lf "7, though 
it w i l l  be a rgued that Beuys ' p ro jec t  exposes a l im ita t ion  in Lyotard 's 
p ro jec t ion  of the postm odern .
The entw in ing  of th e  ind iv idua l 's  ex is tence  and his crea tive  
a c t iv i ty  is exem pli f ied  by L ife  C ou rse /W ork  C ou rse ,8 a ch rono logy  firs t 
issued  by the art is t in 1964  and subsequently  rev ised  and a ltered by 
B euys  in la ter  years (see f ig . 8). Life C ourse /W ork  Course  is the most 
o b v io u s  m an ifes ta t ion  of Beuys ' rec lam ation  o f his past. It is an explic it  
d ec la ra t ion  of his W eltanschauung,  though to his de trac to rs  it has been 
rega rded  as a means to p lace  the em ergence o f the seam less  to ta li ty  of 
Beuys  back in the d is tan t past, beyond  the inq u is i t iveness  o f the casual 
e n q u ire r  (and certa in ly  o f f - l im its  to the potentia l b io g ra ph e r . )9 The extent 
to  which Beuys would a p p e a r  to favou r  a rev is ion is t  policy toward his 
p a s t  is charac te r ised  by th e  doub t aris ing from his plane crash whilst 
se rv ing  w ith  the L u ftw a ffe  du r ing  the Second W o r ld  War. Shot down 
o v e r  the Crimea, Beuys w a s  rescued  from the w re ckag e  by Tarta rs  who 
resusc ita ted  him by w ra pp ing  him in fa t and fe l t10. T he  e labora t ion  of this 
seem ing ly  p ivota l even t in Beuys ' life, from its f i rs t  appearance  in 
A d r ian i ,  Konnertz  and T ho m as ' m onograph  (1973, G erm an e d i t io n )11 to 
i ts  am p li f ica t ion  to inc lude  the res to ra t ive  pow ers  of fa t  and fe lt  in 
T isda l l 's  exh ib it ion  c a ta lo gu e  (1 9 7 9 )12 is g iven  l i t t le  p rom inence in Life  
C ourse /W ork  Course  (1964 ),  in which it is a l luded  to in the re ticent 
en try , "S ebas topo l E xh ib i t io n  du r ing  the in te rcep t ion  of a Ju-87". The 
scep t ic ism  expressed  o v e r  the c ircum stances o f h is  p lane c ra s h 13 does 
l i t t le  to lessen the fo rce  o f  the story; if anyth ing it p laces  it a longs ide  the 
im age  of him as shaman, in the realm o f myth, th a t cannot be tested by
page 139
Joseph  Beuys: Life C ou rse /W ork  Course
1921 Kleve Exhibition of a wound drawn together with plaster
1922 Exhibition of dairy cows Molkerei near Kleve
1923 Exhibition of a moustache cup (contents: coffee with egg)
1924 Kleve Open exhibition of heathen children
1925 Kleve Documentation: "Beuys as Exhibitor"
1926 Kleve Exhibition of a stagleader
1927 Kleve Exnibition of radiation
1928 Kleve First exhibition of an excavated trench
Kleve Exhibition to elucidate the difference between loamy sand and sandy loam
1929 Exhibition at the grave of Gengis Khan
1930 Donsbrüggen Exhibition of heathers with healing herbs
1931 Kleve Connecting exhibition 
Kleve Exhibition of connections
1933 Kleve Underground exhibition (digging beneath the ground parallel to the surface)
1940 Posen Exhibition of an arsenal (together with Heinz Sielmann, Hermann Ulrich Asemissen, and
Eduard Spranger)
Exhibition of an airfield, Erfurt-Bindersleben 
Exhibition of an airfield, Erfurt-Nord
1942 Sebastapol Exhibition of my friend
Sebastapol Exhibition during the interception of a JU-87
1943 Oranienburg Interim exhibition (together with Fritz Rolf Rothenburg + Heinz Sielmann)
1945 Kleve Exhibition of cold
1946 Kleve warm exhibition
Kleve Artists' Union "Profile of the Successor" Happening Central Station, Heilbronn
1947 Kleve Artists' Union "Profile of the Successor"
Kleve Exhibition for the hard of hearing
1948 Kleve Artists' Union "Profile of the Successor"
Düsseldorf Exhibition in the Pillen Bettenhaus 
Krefeld Exhibition "Kullhaus” (together with A R Lynen)
1949 Heerdt Total exhibition three times in a row 
Kleve Artists' Union "Profile of the Successor"
1950 Beuys reads "Finnegans Wake" in Haus Wylermeer" Kranenburg Haus van der Grinten 
"Giocondologie"
Kleve Artists' Union "Profile of the Successor"
1951 Kranenburg Van der Grinten Collection Beuys: Sculpture and Drawing
1952 Düsseldorf 19th prize in "Steel and Pig's Trotter" (consolation prize, a light-ballet by Piene) 
Wuppertal Museum of Art Beuys Crucifixes
Amsterdam Exhibition in honour of the Amsterdam-Rhine Canal 
Nijmegen Museum of Art Beuys Sculpture
1953 Kranenburg Van der Grinten Collection Beuys: Painting 
1955 End of the Artists' Union "Profile of the Sucessor"
1956-57 Beuys works in the fields
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Joseph  Beuys: L ife C ou rse /W ork  Course
1957-60
1961
1962
1963
1964
1964
Recovery from working in the fields
Beuys is appointed Professor of Sculpture at the Düsseldorf Academy of Art 
Beuys adds two chapters to "Ulysses" at James Joyce's request 
Beuys: The Earth Piano
FLUXUS Düsseldorf Academy of Art On a warm July evening on the occasion of a lecture by 
Allan Kaprow in the Zwirner Gallery, Cologne Kolumba churchyard Beuys exhibits his warm 
fat
Joseph Beuys Fluxus stable exhibition in Haus van der Grinten, Kranenburg, Lower Rhine 
Documenta 3 Sculpture Drawing
Beuys recommends that the Berlin Wall be heightened by 5cm (better proportions!); 1964 
Beuys "VEHICLE ART'; Beuys the Art Pill; Aachen; Copenhagen Festival; Beuys Felt works 
and Fat Corners WHY?; Friendship with Bob Morris and Yvonne Rainer; Beuys Mouse Tooth 
Happening Düsselfdorf - New York; Beuys Berlin "The Chief; Beuys: The Silence of Marcel 
Duchamp is overrated 1964 Beuys Brown Rooms; Beuys Stag Hunt (behind); 1965 and in 
us under us landunder, Parnass Gallery, Wuppertal. Western Man Project; Schmela 
Gallery, Düsseldorf; any old noose. ; "How to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare"; 1966 and 
here already is the end of Beuys; Per Kirkeby "2,15", Beuys Eurasia 32nd Set 1963 - Rene 
Block, Berlin - "...with brown cross"; Copenhagen; Traekvogn Eurasia; Affirmation; the 
greatest contemporary composer is the thalidomide child; Division the Cross; Homogen for 
grand piano (Felt), Homogen for Cello (Felt), Manresa with Björn Nörgard, Schmela Gallery, 
Düsseldorf; Beuys The Moving Insulator; Beuys The difference between Image Head and 
Mover Head; Drawings, St Stephan Gallery, Vienna; 1967 Darmstadt Joseph Beuys and 
Henning Christiansen "Hauptstrom"; Darmstadt Fat Room, Franz Dahlem Gallery, 
Aha-Strasse, Vienna Beuys and Christiansen "Eurasienstab" 82 minute fluxorum organum, 
Düsseldorf June 21st, Beuys founds the DSP German Student Party; 1967 Mönchengladbach 
(Johannes Cladders) Parallel Process 1; Karl Ströher; THE EARTH TELEPHONE; Antwerp 
Wide White Space Gallery: Image Head - Mover Head (Eurasienstab); Parallel Process 2; 
THE GREAT GENERATOR 1968 Eindhoven Stedelijk van Abb Museum Jan Leering Parallel 
Process 3; Kassel Documenta 4 Parallel Process 4, Munich Neue Pinakothek; Hamburg 
ALMENDE (Art Union); Nuremberg ROOM 563 x 491 x 563 (Fat); Earjom Stuttgart, Karlsruhe, 
Braunschweig, WUrm-Glazial (Parallel Process 5); Frankfurt: Felt TV II The Leg of Rochus 
Kowallek not carried out in fat (JOM)! Düsseldorf Felt TV III Parallel Process, Intermedia 
Gallery, Cologne VACUUM-MASS (Fat) Parallel Process Gulo Borealis for Bazon Brock, 
Johannes Stüttgen FLUXUS ZONE W EST Parallel Process - Düsseldorf, Academy of Art, 
Eiskellerstrasse 1: LEBERVERBOT; Intermedia Gallery, Cologne Drawings 1947 - 1956; 
Christmas 1968: Crossing over of the IMAGE HEAD track with the track of the MOVER HEAD 
in All (Space) Parallel Process - 1969 Düsseldorf Schmela Gallery FOND III; 12.2 69 
Appearance of MOVER HEAD over the Düsseldorf Academy of Art; Beuys takes the blame for 
the snowfall from 15th - 20th February; Berlin - Rene Block Gallery: Joseph Beuys and 
Henning Christiansen I attempt to set (make) you free - Grand piano jom (zone jom) Berlin 
National Gallery; Berlin: Academy of Art: Sauerkraut Score -  Eat the Score! 
Mönchengladbach: Transformation Concert with Henning Christiansen, Düsseldorf Kunsthalle 
Exhibition (Karl Ströher); Lucerne Fat Room (Clock). Basel Kunstmuseum Drawings; 
Düsseldorf PROSPECT: ELASTIC FOOT PLASTIC FOOT
fig 8 Lebenslauf/Werklauf (Life Course/Work Course) 1964
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empirical means. Events of which Beuys could have  only  the vaguest 
memory, such as seeing cows near K leve at the age o f one, (1922) and 
his wartime expe riences , a lluded  to severa l t im es, inc lud ing  the cryptic 
entry "K leve Exh ib it ion  of c o ld "14 are all descr ibed  as 'exh ib it ions '.  It 
implies Beuys' part ic ipa t ion  in some grand des ign , as if the fo rm ative  
moments of his l i fe  were not fo rtu itous  but in tended  and, furthermore, 
that they had the  quality of an aes the t ic  experience .
From 1964 onwards, L ife  Course /W ork  C ourse  ceases to adhere 
to the structure o f  a formal ch rono logy  and is p resen ted  as a continuous 
stream of e ven ts  that are a lm ost exc lus ive ly  th e  t i t les o f Beuys' major 
works. The con f la t ion  of l ife experiences and a rt  works is still evident, 
though from 1964, the t im e  o f Life  C o u rs e /W o rk Course 's  f irst 
appearance, Beuys  presents art works as inc iden ts  ra the r  than vice 
versa, sugges t ing  that th is year marked a trans it ion  from  a passive 
a ttendance b e fo re  s ign if ican t events  (or ’e xh ib i t io ns ')  to an active 
generat ion of such  occurrences. He had per fo rm ed  severa l works since 
the beginning o f  his invo lvem en t with the loose  assoc ia t ion  of Fluxus 
artists - " in d iv idua ls  with som eth ing  unnam eab le  in co m m on "15 - in late 
1962, though 1964  marked the  first con fl ic t  be tw een  Beuys and a public 
unwill ing to en te rta in  his w ide r  unders tand ing  o f art. An action staged in 
Aachen on the  twentie th  ann ive rsa ry  of the a ssass ina t ion  a ttempt on 
H it le r16 (1964) p rom pted  r ight-w ing  s tudents  to ove rrun  the stage and 
attack Beuys. T hough  he rem ained noncha lan t im m edia te ly  a f te r  the 
attack, and in h is  subsequen t comments, there is l itt le  doub t that he took 
note of the e f f ica cy  o f the piece He dec la red  tha t his "p r im it ive" 
materials, w h ich  in this ins tance  inc luded, in add it ion  to fa t and felt, 
copper, dried o ak  leaves and marjoram,
had the pow er to m ove  areas of fee l ing  in peop le  which
unti l then  had been fa ir ly  untouched by th e  most g ruesom e
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d ep ic t ions  of human su ffe r ing , i l lness, want, concen tra t ion  
cam ps and so on. 17
Im plic i t  in his remark is the  d isavow a l o f h is tory  as a fixed 
narra t ive  in fa v o u r  of a past th a t has yet to be ob jec t if ied  or ra th e r  the 
re jec t ion  o f  rep resen ta t ion  with its necessary  accom m oda t ion  o f the  past 
and the accep tance  o f the po ten t ia l  of the p resen t to crea te  its own 
history. Th is  is apparen t in an early  pe r fo rm ance, C hie f-F luxus S o n g 'B:
For e igh t hours Beuys is w rapped  in a large roll of fe lt,  
ex ten de d  on each end by two dead hares Next to Beuys is 
a n o th e r  fe lt  roll o f a lm ost equa l length con ta in ing  a hea vy  
co p p e r  rod. There  are bushe ls  of ha ir  and f inge rna i ls  on the  
f loor. A strip of fa t  runs para l le l to the wall and fa t co rners  
t ran s fo rm  the room (G a lle ry  Réne Block, Berlin) into a 
Beuys env ironm ent. A m ic rophone  is h idden in his fe l t  roll 
and he sends sound m essages: m oaning, b rea th ing , 
cough ing , h iss ing, and o the r  acous tic  v ib ra t ions . The eer ie  
sound  is at t im es re l ieved  w ith  taped m u s ic .19
The  p iece  was the f irs t of Beuys ' pe r fo rm ances  im m ersed  in the 
sym bo lism  he would  em ploy in fu tu re  works. It w as in tended  to be 
s im u ltaneous ly  perform ed by Robert Morris at the Judson  C hurch  in New 
York, th ou gh  he was unable  to use the sp ace 20. Lasting a pp rox im a te ly  
e igh t hours , it con ta ins  many o f the  recurr ing  icons o f Beuys ' w o rk  - fe lt, 
fat, dead  hares, copper  - in add it ion  to the a rt is t  h imself. A t ten t ion  is 
drawn away from the ob jec ts ' re la t ionsh ips  w ith  each o the r and toward 
that w ith  Beuys. This is e ncou raged  by the w ide  d issem ina t ion  of 
in fo rm a t ion  perta in ing  to Beuys, no tab ly  the p lane  crash he e xpe r ienced  
during the  war. The m anner in w h ich  the c ircum stances  of his su rv iva l 
and the  a t tr ibu tes  of the sham an en tw ine  g ives  the f igure  o f Beuys a 
p resence  th a t exceeds  and underm ines  the s imp le  fac t  o f h is ex is tence  
in the sam e space as the b eho lde r  Unlike tha t w h ich  Fried  terms 
" l i te ra l is t "  work, or the inc lus iveness  of env ironm ents ,  Beuys'
page 143
perfo rm ances and o b jec ts  m ight be regarded  as m ain ta in ing  an 
impassab le  spatia l d iv id e  between them selves and  the beholder. Rather 
than d irec t a ttention  to the shared space of beh o lde r  and ob jec t Beuys 
re ite ra tes the gu lf  be tw een  h imself and his aud ience .
In C h ie f F luxus Song, the insulating p rope rt ies  of fa t  and felt, 
whils t sym bo lica l ly  sus ta in ing  the artist, serve to exc lude the audience; 
Beuys is not v is ib le  and  his vo ice is mediated th rough  m icrophone  and 
speakers. T he ' work 's  content is similarly d is rup t ive  in th a t Beuys 
a rt icu la tes an e labo ra te  ritual tha t calls upon a lex icon of im ages and 
gestures to which the  beholder has no access. The spatia l d iv is ion 
between Beuys and the  beholder remains cons tan t ,  such tha t the 
regard ing  o f his work, be it a performance, a scu lp tu re  or a d iscussion, 
con fo rm s to the phys ica l separation of ob ject f rom  beholder. There  is no 
apparen t e f fo r t  by Beuys  to cr it ique or exceed the  aesthet ic  fram e he 
employs; in C h ie f F luxus  Song, the world beyond  the gallery th a t Beuys 
seeks to com m un ica te  with is ano ther artist in a d if fe ren t perform ing 
space. Though such exc lus ionary  tactics cou ld  be regarded  as 
confirm ing  a v iew  o f a r t  as the en te rta inm ent o f  an informed elite, such 
susp ic ions arise from  entrenched positions th a t Beuys cons ide rs  to be 
invalid.
C h ie f  F luxus Song  is insu ff ic ien t ly  s tab le  for the beho lde r  to 
in te rroga te  the ob jec t  through its creator o r  v ice versa, as their 
dependence  upon o ne  another is explored in the work i tse lf  Beuys 
inve rts  the re la t ionsh ip  between past and p resen t, so that ra the r  than 
being constra ined  in h is  current s ituation by the accum ula t ion  o f  materia l 
that p recedes it, he em powers the present m om en t to the po in t  where it 
is capab le  of rea lign ing  the past Beuys seeks to  create a pas t that will 
au then t ica te  the p re sen t in which he would w ish  to exist. The past is 
con t inua lly  a lluded to  in his work, both sym bo lica l ly  in the  use of
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p re v io u s ly  "charged" ob jec ts  such as fa t and fe lt, the implic it  re fe rences 
to the sham an  o f an earlie r, more e f f icac ious  age when society inves ted  
such ind iv id ua ls  w ith  w isdom  and powers o f  hea ling, and also d irect ly , 
with e le m e n ts  convey ing  the sense of l i fe  now gone  - dead hares, 
f in ge rn a i ls ,  hair. As the crit ic  Mark Tay lo r  suggests , " i f  the encoun te r  
with th e  past has never taken place, the pas t is, paradox ica lly ,  a lways 
still to c o m e ."21
Such  a Condition rem oves the basis upon w hich  form de te rm ines 
the w ork :  the s ituation  is reversed, as the w o rk  crea tes  a past to w hich  it 
re fers and  a fu tu re  in which  it will have ex is ted . Th is  is apparen t in an 
ob jec t such as Pt Co F e22, an e ight fo o t  tall iron cage in w hich  is 
suspe nd ed  a b lock o f coba lt  and p latinum, the th ree  m ater ia ls  l is ted by 
the ir  chem ica l names in the title. A ccom pany ing  the w ork  is the fo l low ing  
insc r ip t io n  by Beuys:
T h e  clamp which hangs in th is iron cage  held in turn: from 
1948 to 1954 a small head o f Mars, from 1954 to 1958 a 
p la s te r  head of Napoleon, from  1958 to 1963 an am orphous 
lum p o f p las te r  w ith  fat, from  1963 to 1972 a b lock of 
co pp e r  o f the same shape as the b lock o f coba lt  and 
p la t inum  which is now a ttached to the  c lam p .23
R athe r  than  a llow  the ob ject au tonom y, Beuys imposes a h is to ry  
upon it so that it ex is ts  in the in terstice  be tw een  re lic  and rea lisa tion: the 
tit le  is a l iteral trans la t ion  into chem ica l te rms o f the object but the 
insc r ip t ion  inv ites  the beho lde r  to regard the  work not as who lly  p resen t 
but as the  rem nan t of a process that e xceeds  the t i t le 's  p re tens ions  to 
em p ir ic ism . The d ispar ity  between the so lid ity  o f the  ob ject phys ica l ly  
p re sen t  before  the b eho lde r  and the va po rous  tra i ls  of m eaning that 
Beuys im poses between ob jec t and aud ience  shift cons ide ra t ion  from  the 
th ing i tse lf  to its c rea to r  The continued  ac t iv i ty  o f the a rt is t sugges ts
page 145
th a t some fu tu re  action or tex t  will i l lum inate  the  work. Its previous 
m an ipu la t ion , w he ther  real or f ic t ive , p resents  the beho lder with the 
poss ib i l i ty  tha t its p resen t inca rna tion  is yet one m ore  stage in the 
o b jec t 's  evo lu t ion . This poss ib i l i ty  is com pounded  by Beuys ' re fashioning 
o f some ex is t ing  works, o ften  employ ing  a subs tance  he termed 
b ra u n k re u z24 (see plate 25). Furthermore, the au to no m y  of ind iv idua l 
w orks  was underm ined by the ir  p lacem ent w ith in  "b locks "  - co llections of 
pa in t ings  and draw ings - sometimes de te rm ined  by the tastes of 
co l lec to rs  fo r  whom they were destined, or, as is the  case with The 
S e c re t B lock  fo r  a S ecre t P e rson  in Ire la nd  25, in fo rm ed  by the artist's 
"se lec t ion  o f  th ink ing  fo rm s in evo lu t ion  over  a per iod o f  t im e"26.
Just as Beuys crea tes  h is-s to ry  in L ife  C o u rse /W o rk  Course, so he 
e vad es  the d ic ta tes o f the past in his pe r fo rm ances . The ob jects  and
Plate 25. Joseph Beuys. QGG Land Procedures Crossed Four Times 1941/63. 
Pencil, pen and ink, and oil (Braunkreuz) on paper. 8 % x 11 Vi"
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Beuys h im se lf  both look back to a p r io r  even t fo r  the ir  power of 
s ign i f ica t ion , though it is an even t o v e r  w h ich  Beuys has contro l The 
fe l t  in C h ie f F luxus Song, fo r  exam ple , is s ign if ican t because  of fe lt 's  
p r io r  use in the art is t 's  perform ances, ra th e r  than as a consequence  of 
any p rope rt ies  it m ight posses ind ep en d en t ly  o f the a rt is t 's  in terven tion . 
The va lu e  o f both Beuys and the o b jec ts  does not res ide  in the ir  
appea ra nce  at the m om ent o f p e rcep t ion  by the b eho lde r  but is 
co n t in ua l ly  deferred  back to an ear l ie r  t im e  tha t cannot exist. There can 
be no 'o r ig ina l '  p e r fo rm ance  in which th e s e  va lues  are ex tan t because of 
the  co n t inua l necessity  fo r a prior one from  which they  draw th e ir  power 
The u nconsc ious  assoc ia t ion  o f sp e c i f ic  ob jects  before  the  beholder 
w ith  o the rs  tha t share a s im ilar shape or func t ion  - an appea l to the ir  
m im e t ic  qua li ty  - is thus thwarted, un less  the beho lde r cons ide rs  the 
wor ld  evoked  by Beuys as norm ative . C onsequen t ly ,  the beho lde r is 
in v i ted  to cons ide r not the objects or ac t ions  them se lves , bu t ra ther the 
artist, the  generat ing  princ ip le  beh ind  the  seem ing ly  d ispara te  materia l 
be fo re  them. Beuys' ob jects and im ages  are not so un fa m il ia r  that they 
w ou ld  w arran t being term ed abstract, bu t ra ther appear to be informed 
by a sens ib i l i ty  part icu la r  to the ind iv idua l.  Beuys ' reconce iv ing  of the art 
ob jec t  w ith in  h im self results in the ind iv id ua l  being sub ject to the same 
sc ru t iny  accorded  to the object.
J u s t  w h o  w a s  t h a t  m a n  in t h e  fe l t  h a t?
Beuys ' appropr ia t ion  of h is to ry  d is rup ts  an unques t ion ing  fa ith  in 
its ab i l i ty  to conta in  the past. His use  o f  m ater ia ls  imbued w ith  a prior 
e x is ten ce  dependen t upon the a r t is t  cha l lenges the ir  autonomy, 
rende r ing  them incom p le te  It is the  unce rta in ty  o f the ro le he h im self 
pe rfo rm s, however, tha t e ffec ts  the m os t conce rted  d is rup t ion  of form. In 
a t te m p t ing  to dete rm ine  Beuys' pos i t ion , accom m oda t ing  him within 
some ex is t ing  fram e o f re ference, co m m en ta to rs  a t tem p t to subsume his
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ac t iv i t ies  by recourse  to p re -de te rm ined  roles and the work of o ther 
p rac t i t ioners . C rit ica l approaches to Beuys rarely  fa il to embrace both his 
conven t iona l a r t is t ic  endeavours  and the va r ious  m an ifes ta t ions  of his 
belie fs , though  frequen t ly  one is used  to support or den ig ra te  the other. 
It is one o f m any ironies su rround ing  the art is t that even  the most 
dam ning  ind ic tm e n t of his work is inva r iab ly  engaged in a d iscourse  
beyond the na rrow  parameters o f  a rt  cr it ic ism, adding w e igh t to his 
expanded  co nce p t  of a rt .27 Beuys ' refusal to l imit his endeavours  to 
those  which  the" c r it ics  and com m enta to rs  o f the art world  m ight cons ide r 
as cons t i tu t ing  th e ir  area of co m pe tence  s ignals the d ispar ity  between 
the v iew  o f art p ropounded  by Beuys  and tha t ex to l led  by ga l le r ies  and 
m useum s bu i l t  to house spec if ic  ob jec ts . To refra in  from  engag ing  on 
Beuys ' te rms, hos t i le  and bem used cr it ics  p lace  him w ith in  the contex t of 
o the r  a rt is ts  such  as Marcel D ucham p, Yves Klien and Andy W arho l 
w hose  l ives are in te rm ing led  with th e i r  art. W here  these art is ts  inv ite  the 
b eho lde r  to co ns ide r  the ir  socia l and econom ic  ac t iv it ies  as fu rthe r 
ins tances  o f an a rt is t ic  project, Beuys dec la res  his entire  l ife to be 
a rt is t ic  endea vou r ,  not as a co nse qu en ce  o f ex tend ing  an aesthet ic  
fram e a round o the rw ise  com m onp lace  or unrem arkab le  phenom ena but 
by m aking its l im ita t ions  those o f the  ind iv idua l engaged  in the world
Tha t Beuys continued to w o rk  and built  up a reputa t ion  as "the 
m ost v is ib le  pos t-w ar European artist, and, to many, the most 
im portan t"28, e ven  as he cam pa igned  fo r  the mantle  of a rt is t  to be 
w res ted  from  an elite  and be p ropaga ted  in each ind iv idua l,  is one of 
many p a rad oxe s  aris ing from any a ttem pt to p lace Joseph Beuys in 
re la t ion  to p reva i l ing  structures. O the r  artists, inc lud ing  Morris and 
Kaprow, so ug h t to evade unques t ion ing  adherence  to the 
rep resen ta t iona l model of the pas t th rough  the construc t ion  of 
c ircum stances  in which it was, at bes t,  only one o f many ways of re lating 
to the object, at worst, no longer te na b le  Beuys, however, is not con ten t
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to cha l lenge or renounce  the abil ity  o f  the past to shape his current 
c ircum stances, choos ing  instead to make the past d ep en da n t on his 
p resen t activ it ies.
In an action entit led  How to  exp la in  p ic tu res  to a d e a d  hare  
(1965 )29, Beuys, his hat rep laced by an app lica t ion  of honey and  gold 
leaf over  his entire  head, carr ied a d ea d  hare a round an e xh ib i t ion  of his 
w orks (see plate 26), te l l ing  the an im a l of the ir  s ign if icance T h e  public
Plate 26 Joseph Beuys How to explain pictures to a dead hare (performance) 
Galerie Schmela, Düsseldorf, 26 November 1965
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were only able to  v iew  the w ork  from  a doorw ay or a s treet w indow , a 
restr ic t ion  tha t ca lled a tten t ion  to the ac t iv i ty  of w atch ing . Beuys 
descr ibed  the w ork  as "a com p lex  tab leau  about the p rob lem  of 
language"30, a su b jec t  he is ab le  to broach by d isrupting the transm iss ion  
of m eaning on va r ious  leve ls . T hough  Beuys subsequently  remarked 
that "even  a dead  animal p rese rves  more powers of in tu it ion  than  some 
human be ings w ith  the ir  s tubborn  ra t io na l i ty "31 it would be reduc t ive  to 
see the p e r fo rm ance  as p rim ar i ly  a rebuke  to the aud ience . Beuys 
p laces them in ' a s ituation  w here  com prehens ion  of the p iece w ith in  a 
v isua l or d iscu rs ive  f ram ew ork  is p rob lem atic . The beho lder is p reven ted  
from ex trac t ing  the  in fo rm a tion  p rom ised  by the  title - the exp lana t ion  of 
the p ic tures - as they are unab le  to hear the  words that Beuys silently 
mouths to the  dead animal. T ha t the w ork  cannot be con f ined  to 
language is e v id e n t  from the  r ichness o f the v isual e lem ents , not only 
Beuys' a pp ea ra nce  but ob jec ts  such as the 'rad io ' made from  bone and 
e lectr ica l co m ponen ts  under  a w ooden  s too l with a fe lt  leg. Even 
cons ide r ing  the  w ork  as a pe r fo rm ance  that inco rpora tes  both v isua l and 
d iscu rs ive  e le m e n ts  is q ue s t ionab le ,  as Beuys ' a ttention  to the dead 
animal inv ites  the  b eho lde r  to co ns ide r  he rse lf  a lte rna te ly  w ith in  and 
outs ide o f the te rm s o f w ha t is occurr ing. The beholder is both a member 
of an aud ience  fo r  whom the  pe r fo rm ance  w as in tended and an obse rve r  
of a d ia logue  to  which she has no fo rm al access. Beuys "exp la ins "  the 
p ic tures only in the sense tha t he p laces them in a co n te x t  where 
language  is show n  to be inadequa te  The m om ent of e xp lana t ion  is not 
subm erged b en ea th  the narra t ive  but ins tead  generates such a degree 
of 'no ise ' tha t the  narra t ive  is ' inaud ib le ' The  bone and w ire  radio can 
be regarded as  em body ing  the sti f l ing  of language by its necessary 
v isua l e lem ent; as a m eans o f com m un ica t ion  it appears to be useless 
unless one cons ide rs  it as ope ra t ing  in a medium o the r  than the 
d iscu rs ive  Even  as Beuys revea ls  to the hare the p ic tures ' exp lana t ion  
he inves ts  th em  w ith fu r th e r  s ign i f icance  th rough the ve ry  d is t inc t ive
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m eans by which they  are exp la ined  It looks towards L yo ta rd 's  notion of 
the  event, in tha t the  act o f exp la in ing  the p ic tures is no t tauto log ica l 
w ith  the ir  exp lana t ion . Beuys h im self  m ight be regarded as  the f igural 
e lem ent o f the work, both w ith in  and aga ins t the os tens ib le  d iscourse . In 
such a conception  o f the work, the part p layed by Beuys no  longer has 
to be inside (pe rfo rm er)  or ou ts ide  (artist) that which co ns t i tu te s  the work 
bu t is necessari ly  both  s im u ltaneously . The inde te rm ina te  cond it ion  of 
Beuys does not ope ra te  in iso la t ion  but has repercuss ions  fo r  the status 
o f  the object.
To regard Beuys as a pe r fo rm er is less p rob lem a tic  than v iew ing 
him as an art is t inso fa r  as it accounts  fo r  his p resence  in the work, 
renders his ou tf i t  a costum e and posits the ob jects  he in te rac ts  with as 
props. D if f icu lt ies  persist, how ever, when the beho lder a t tem p ts  to apply 
a judgem en t to the  per fo rm ance, as the frame that w ou ld  de linea te  the 
per fo rm er from his role is not apparent. In In filtra tio n -h o m o g e n  fo r g rand  
p iano , the g re a te s t liv in g  co m p o se r is a th a lidom ide  c h ild  (19 66 )32 Beuys 
covered  a grand p iano  with fe lt.  The p iano was su bse qu en t ly  d isp layed 
in a gallery, thus re trospec t ive ly  a lter ing the nature  o f the c ircum stances 
from  which it arose, from  tha t which en te rta ins  the b eh o lde r  to that which 
is e ff icacious, y ie ld ing  resu lts  outs ide  of the spatia l and tem pora l l imits 
o f  its occurrence. If Beuys' ac t iv ity  of cover ing  the p iano  is considered 
as a perfo rm ance, then the subsequen t d isp lay o f the ob jec t  aris ing 
cou ld  be construed  as a con t inua t ion  of the c ircum s tances  inst igated at 
the  time of its cons truc t ion , pe rpe tua ting  the be l ie f in Beuys  as playing 
the  role of artist. A t  this po in t the per fo rm ative  c ircu m s tan ces  undergo a 
radica l t rans fo rm at ion , as the beholder no longer f inds h e rs e l f  a ttend ing 
to  a f ic t ive  cons truc t ion  but, instead, as an e lem en t w ith in  its terms As 
aud ience  m em ber she va l id a te s  the thea tr ica l fram e, b u t  before  the 
fe l t -covered  p iano  in a ga l le ry  she is au then tica t ing  the c o n c e it (Beuys 
perform ing  the role of artist) underscor ing  the o r ig ina t ing  per fo rm ance
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The c e n tra l i ty  o f the a rt is t in Beuys ' work is undoubted ly  
connected  to h is  enthusiasm fo r  the w r i te rs  of the G erm an Romantic  
t ra d i t io n 33. T h e re  is a degree  of co nco rd an ce  with the e xpress ive  theory 
o f art c r it ic ism  adum bra ted  by M H A b ram s , "in which the art is t  h im self 
becomes the m a jo r  e lem ent generat ing  b o th  the a rt is t ic  p roduct and the 
cr iter ia  by w h ic h  it is to be jud g e d "34. H ow ever,  the p resence  o f Beuys in 
such works, e i th e r  l iterally, or as the in s t ig a to r  o f ob jects  o f insu ff ic ien t 
au tonom y to a v o id  recourse to the ir  c rea to r ,  does not cons t i tu te  "the 
in terna l made e x te rna l"35. In p lace o f  an unknow ab le  inner  core of 
fee l ing , able to  gain express ion  th rough  the object, Beuys o f fe rs  both 
source  and e xp ress io n  o f the same s im u ltaneous ly .  R athe r than permit 
the ob jec t to sp ea k  of his cond it ion , and , as with the m imetic , become 
the condu it  o f  a va lue  system lim ited  to reca ll ing  the past, Beuys 
cha l lenges  th e  author ity  of his work to  speak o f h im se lf  th rough  the 
presence  o f th a t  's e l f  in the work. The ob jec t  is not s imply usurped by 
Beuys ' p re s e n c e  as "au then t ic  a rt ic le " as both Beuys and the object 
depend  upon each  o ther fo r  the e s ta b l ish m e n t o f identity.
W h e th e r  v iewed as artist or p e r fo rm er,  Beuys re fuses to accede to 
the accep ted  p re requ is ites  of such te rm s , def ined  by, and art icu la ting 
them se lves  th rough , a body of work tha t is d is t inc t from  them as 
ind iv idua ls . T h is  p rovokes the b eho lde r  to  search fo r  the point at which 
the d is t in c t ion  between art is t and p e r fo rm e r  may be made, a point of 
entry which w o u ld  allow them to d is t in g u ish  between the work and the 
artist. The w o rk ,  in iso la tion, would  a l lo w  the app lica t ion  o f judgem ent; 
the ind iv is ib i l i ty  of work and art is t c o n f la te s  and con fuses  - and, in the 
p resence  o f the  artist, suspends - a var ie ty  o f d i f fe ren t  fram es of 
re fe rence  by  which Beuys m ight be known. Th is  sh if t  - from a 
se lf -s u f f ic ie n t  ob ject to one that marks a stage in a p rocess that may or 
may not be com p le te  - is the fu n d a m e n ta l  p rem ise upon w hich  Beuys
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proceeds, encapsu la ted  in his in troducto ry  s ta tem ent for the  catalogue 
of the G uggenhe im  Museum retrospective , quoted in full below:
My ob jects are to be seen as s t im u lan ts  fo r  the 
trans fo rm at ion  of the idea o f sculpture, or o f  art in general.
They should p rovoke though ts  about what scu lp tu re  c a n  be 
and how the concept of scu lp ting  can be ex tended  to the 
inv is ib le  mater ia ls  used by everyone:
T h in k in g  F o rm s  - how we mould our though ts  or
S p oke n  F o rm s  - how we shape o u r  though ts  into
words or
SO CIAL  SCULPTURE - how we mould and shape the
world in which we live:
S c u lp tu re  as an e v o lu t io n a ry  p ro c e s s ;  e v e ry o n e  an a r t is t .
That is why the nature o f  my scu lp ture  is no t f ixed and f in ­
ished. Processes con tinue  in most of them : chem ica l reac­
t ions, fe rm enta t ions , co lo u r  changes, decay, d ry ing  up 
Every th ing  is in a s ta te  o f  c h a n g e .36
Though he refers to changes b rought about w i thou t human 
in tervention , 'socia l scu lp tu re ' is p red ica ted  on the  invo lvem en t o f the 
ind iv idua l in teracting  with a m alleab le  env ironm ent. The three forms, 
cu lm ina ting  in 'socia l scu lp tu re ',  which looks tow ard  trans fo rm at ion  on a 
global scale, are assoc ia ted  w ith  the scu lp tu ra l process, aris ing from 
mould ing and shap ing W he re  Beuys departs  from  the ana logy is in 
cons ider ing  the p rocess  of va lue  rather than the ensu ing  product. This is 
achieved in part by a re ject ion of the scu lp tu ra l i l lus ion ism  that Rosalind
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Krauss recogn ises  as one of the  casua lt ies  of M in imalis t scu lp tu re . 
Acco rd ing  to Krauss, th is i l lus ion ism
converts  one mater ia l into th e  s ign if ie r  fo r  another: s tone , 
fo r  exam ple , into f lesh - an i l lus ion ism  that w ithd raw s the  
scu lp tu ra l ob ject from  li te ra l space and places it in a 
m etaphorica l one. 37
The m ater ia ls  em ployed in each o f  the stages ident if ied  by Beuys - 
' though ts ',  'w ords ' and 'the w or ld  in which we l ive ' - a re not 
t ransm og ri f ied  by the in te rven t ion  o f  the artist, so that they  a re  to be 
cons ide red  apa rt from the l i teral, b u t  instead reta in a depen de nce  upon 
the c ircum stances  from which th e y  arose. When, in 1964, Beuys 
p roposed  tha t the  Berlin W all  be ra ised  by f ive  centim etres, h is  words 
were  not cons igned  to the e s o te r ic  rea lm reserved fo r  a r t is t ’s 
p roc lam ations  bu t p rompted  w ide sp rea d  response, inc lud ing  ques t ions  
from  the M in is try  of the In te rio r fo r  North  Rhine W estpha l ia  enqu ir ing  as 
to h is  in ten t ion s38. In reply, B e u ys  suggested  that he w ished  to 
reapp rop r ia te  a structure  tha t had becom e a percep tua l as well  as a 
phys ica l barrier. His aim w as to red ire c t  a ttent ion  "to the m en ta l W all  
and how to overcom e i t" .39 The k n ow led ge  tha t Beuys was an a rt is t  and 
the im prac t ica li ty  of the p roposa l inv i te  cons ide ra t ion  o f it w i th in  an 
a es th e t ic  fram e, but both the se r iousness  and e ff icacy  o f its in ten t 
sugges ts  tha t any such fram e m ust encom pass the e ven ts  and 
c ircum s tances  it addresses ra the r  th an  com m ent on them from a cu ltura l 
enc lave . It is the am b iva lence  o f  Beuys' posit ion  - at once  both 
co nve n t io na l a rt is t  engaged  in c u l tu ra l  ac t iv it ies  and also in s t ig a to r  of 
consequen t ia l  socia l and po l i t ica l ac ts  - ra ther than the o b jec ts  or acts 
th em se lve s  - th a t is the most co ns ide red  c rea t ion  of the man. Though  
the te rm s "a r t is t"  and "p e r fo rm e r"  are su ff ic ien t ly  broad to embrace  
ind iv idua ls  as d ive rse  as Leona rdo  da Vinci and Marcel D ucham p and 
exponen ts  o f ka thaka l i  and c o m m ed ia  dell' arte, they c i rcum scr ibe  the
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eff icac iousness of the ind iv idua l so engaged. Rather than syn thes is ing  
or transgress ing  e ithe r  o f  these roles, Beuys p laces them a longs ide  that 
of the shaman, a f ig u re  even more en trenched  in the d ic ta tes  of the 
past, yet able to evade  the e lic ita t ion of ins t inc tua l response by the very 
d isparity  of such a role in a tw en tie th -cen tu ry  context.
T h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  s h a m a n
The powers o f hea ling  and regenerat ion , and the o lder concept of 
Eurasia, that em braces  the Crimea, com bine  in the S iber ian  shaman, 
w hose mythology Beuys  draws upon and renders his ow n .40 From his 
draw ings in the ear ly  f i f t ies , through the em bod im ent in perfo rm ances 
and public appearances , the f igure o f  the shaman occup ies  an 
increas ing ly  im p o r ta n t  posit ion  in B e uys ’ activ it ies. A relig ious 
phenomenon, sh a m a n ism ’s orig ins are primarily  located in the tr ibal 
soc ie ties  of S iberia  and  Centra l Asia (of which the Crimea is part). The 
shaman was recru ited  e ithe r  through hered ita ry  t ransm iss ion  or by the 
decree  of the gods. Be fo re  he could fu lf i l  his vocation, the sham an had 
to undergo  an in i t ia t ion , which, fo l low ing  the schema fo r  all such 
ceremonies, invo lved  the passage from  suffering, th rough  death to 
even tua l resurrect ion. In his seminal w ork  on shamanism, M ircea Eliade 
observes  that
. this ecstat ic  typ e  o f experience is a lways and everyw here  
fo l lowed by th eo re t ica l  and practica l ins truction at the 
hands of the o ld  masters; but that does not make it any the 
less de te rm ina te , fo r  it is the ecs ta t ic  experience  that 
radically c h an ge s  the relig ious sta tus o f the ’’ch o s e n ” 
person. 41
Afte r  a period o f  instruction, the shaman is able to perform  his 
duties, which e ncom pass  those  of the m ag ic ian, the hea ler, the priest,
page 155
the  mystic and the poet. He is aided and abetted  in his tasks by fam il ia rs  
or he lpers that m ight include bears, w o lves , stags and hares. C lea r 
pa ra l le ls  ex is t be tw een  the shaman and B euys ’ p ro ject ion  o f h im self, 
no tab ly  the a lleged near-death  expe r ience  of the p lane crash and the 
per iod  o f ins truction  cu lm ina ting  in the in tense s tudy and subsequen t 
m en ta l ins tab il i ty  evas ive ly  referred to as "working in the f ie lds"  in L ife  
C ou rse /W ork  C ourse 42 From the mid 1960s, he began in te rven ing  in 
m atte rs  trad i t iona l ly  cons ide red  the p reserve  of po l i t ic ians  ra ther than 
art is ts , thus inv it ing  an unders tand ing  o f his work in the con tex t o f the 
sham an, someone w ho  p ro ffe rs  gu idance . Though there  is e v id en ce  to 
sugges t tha t the sham an is the a n teceden t o f the m im etic  t ra d i t io n 43, his 
ro le  in the twentie th  cen tu ry  is not e f f icac ious , but seen in the co n te x t  of 
the  enterta iner, p rov id ing  d ive rs ions  from , ra ther than  so lu t ions  to, the 
p rob lem s o f the world  For Beuys, the f igu re  of the sham an a llows h im to 
engage  w ith  aes the t ic , sc ien t i f ic  and econom ic  concerns w itho u t 
seem ing to be cons tra ined  by the ir  te rm s, or hav ing  to regard them  as 
m utua l ly  exc lus ive. However, the purpose  o f assum ing such a role is not 
m ere ly  the blurr ing o f boundaries be tw een  spheres o f ac t iv ity  but a lso  to 
in te rcede  in a soc ie ty  he cons iders  to have  lost the abil ity  to shape  its 
own destiny. Expressed  in his Theory  o f  Scu lp tu re , outl ined  be low , it 
m an ifes ts  itse lf  in the  imposit ion  o f a m iddle g round  be tw een  the 
po la r i t ies  o f fo rm lessness  and form, a sh if t ing  s ta te  that, in evad in g  the 
c lu tches  o f e ither, is typ if ied  by ac t iv ity ,  the play o f a ppea rance  and 
d isappea rance
C oyote : I like  A m erica  and A m erica  L ikes  /We,44 (p late 27) a much 
d iscussed  action from  the mid 1970s, shows Beuys to be em brac ing  the 
ro les of educa to r  and en te rta iner in equa l measure. In May 1974, Beuys 
f le w  into New York and was transpo r ted  from the a irport w rapped  in a 
fe l t  shroud w ith in  an ambulance to the Réne Block Galle ry. From the 
t im e of his arr ival unti l  his departu re  in s im ilar fash ion , Beuys engaged  
in a d ia logue  with a coyote  An imal and artist w ere  enc losed  by a wire
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fence  th rough  which v is i to rs  to the gallery could obse rve  the ir  behaviour. 
Caro line T isda ll 's  descr ip t ion  of the performance cons ide rs  at some 
length the accum ula ted  resonances of the work, d raw ing  on both  Beuys' 
and the coyote 's  m y tho logy45, yet accounts  and pho tog raphs  of the piece 
inv ite  cons ide ra t ion  o f it less as an encounter be tw een  two d if fe ren t but 
known enti t ies  than the perfo rm ing  of identity.
Rather than regard an internal tension w ith in  the work, between 
c iv i l ised  man - and w ild  animal, or that aris ing from  the fam il iar 
con fron t ing  the unknown, the beho lder is invited to co ns ide r  he rse lf  as a 
cons t i tuen t of the con tras t ing  e lem ent of the work, which ex tends into 
the who le  of the space. The room in which the per fo rm ance  occurs is 
permeated  by the noise from  the streets below and the d iv ide between 
aud ience and p e r fo rm er is ach ieved  not by th e  i l lus ion of the 
per fo rm ance  detach ing  i tse lf  from the rest of th e  w or ld46 but by a 
tang ib le  w ire fence. The  siting of the pe r fo rm ance  w ith in  the 
c ircum stances of the beho lde r  is not entire ly se l f -e v id e n t  but also 
a rt icu la ted  in an ob l ique  manner: every  day f i f ty  co p ies  of the current 
edition o f The W all S tre e t Jo u rna l were placed in th e  perform ing  space. 
The ir  trans fo rm at ion  from  conduits  of in formation to  ind i f fe ren t material 
to be a lte rna te ly  exp lo red , torn up and excre ted on  by the coyote is 
ind ica t ive  of the d iv ide  between those on one side o f  the wire and those 
on the o ther. C learly, Beuys is able to engage with the  system of va lues 
beyond his cage, yet, as with the possib il i ty  of com m un ica t ing  to the 
beho lder of How to E xp la in  p ic tu res  to a D ead H are, in doing so he is 
constra ined  by the m eans th rough which he m ig h t  speak. In using 
estab l ished  channe ls  o f com m un ica t ion  - the art ob jec t ,  m an ifestos and 
d ia logues - he is l iab le  to the str ic tures by w h ich  they opera te  and 
mainta in  the ir  p rom inence  As with an e a r l ie r  performance, 
Ip h ig en ie /T itu s  A n d ro n icus  (1969)47, a theatre  p iece perform ed by Beuys 
and a w h ite  horse (p la te  28), the production and consum ption  of 
e lem ents  by artist and aud ience respective ly  is d isrup ted  by the
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Plate 27. Joseph Beuys. I like America and America Likes Me (also known as 
Coyote) (Performance, Réne Block Gallery, New York, May 1974)
Plate 28 Joseph Beuys Iphigenie/Titus Andronicus Experimenta 3 Theatre 
Festival, Frankfurt, May 1969.
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presence o f another - in th is instance a coyote  - whose means of 
com m un ica t ion  and level of unders tand ing  d if fe rs  from  that of those 
regard ing  the  work. In both ins tances, Beuys ' re fusa l to pro ject the 
d is t inc t ion  between h im se lf  and  animal as content,  frus tra tes  an 
unspoken comp lic i ty  between a rt is t  and beho lde r  arising from their 
engagem en t in an art activ ity.
Though  the nature  o f Beuys ' action marks a d iv ide  between 
h im se lf  and fhe beholder, th is  d is tance  is con tex tua l ised  by his 
occas iona l departu res from  the animal he shared the space with to "chat 
with a fr iend  th rough the barr ie r  and to down a g lass of shock ing-p ink 
f ive - fru it  f la v o u r  Hawaiian P u n ch "48. Beuys is not so much "in role" and 
"out of ro le", as a role p e r se, and it is left to the beho lde r to determ ine 
w he the r  h is actions are m ot iva ted  by fu r the r ing  the  rea lisa tion of a 
p rede te rm ined  figure - "the s h a m a n ” , "the teacher",  "the art is t" - or 
w he the r  th ey  are the sum and, consequen tly , the negation of these 
ind iv idua l e lem ents  that he quo tes  in perfo rm ance. The acting out of 
behav iou r  assoc ia ted  w ith  pa r t icu la r  f igu res  is ano the r  ins tance of 
appea ling  to  a past that never was; the ongo ing  p resen ta t ion  of se lf that 
is o ve rbu rdened  with identity  (and is thus p rob lem atic )  creates a space 
of what cou ld  be regarded as m utua l doubt. S im ilarly , with the banalit ies, 
co n trad ic t ions  and lapses th a t  are e v iden t in his d ia logues and 
d iscuss ions , there is a sense tha t it is a po in t o f entry into the work 
ra ther than p roo f of its inadequacy . As Beuys sta tes
In a rt  there is abso lu te ly  noth ing to unders tand , simply 
noth ing . The only sign th a t  f i ts  art is this: a quest ion  mark.
W h a t does a paint ing by Mondrian mean? It means jus t 
exac t ly  what is there  and w ha t is there  is a lw ays a question 
m a rk .49
The m ove toward this cond it ion  in the work o f Beuys is a resu lt of 
a com p lex  in teraction  between the artist, the ob jec t and the aud ience It
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is tem p t ing  at this point, recogn is ing  tha t the mantle of 
sham an /teache r /a r t is t  is so easily  assum ed  by Beuys, to regard the 
am a lgam a tion  of these roles as equa l ly  cons idered . The beholder, then, 
is once aga in  engaging in a fu t i le  search  fo r  a point of origin, the re a l 
Beuys. She is faced with the choice o f  se tt l ing  fo r  a conception  o f the 
man at the nth remove, one that w ou ld  appear to be the bedrock o f  all 
the evas ions  that rest on top o f it, or regard ing  the enterpr ise  as 
inconc lus ive , like searching fo r the o the r  side o f a Mobius strip.
If the  beholder a ttends to the w ork  as po in t ing  away from itse lf ,  
then the s ta tus  of what occurs th rough  the dura t ion  of the  per fo rm ance  
is ques t ioned . Jackson Pollock 's  ac t ion -p a in t ing s  can be seen as inv it ing  
the  b eho lde r  to regard them as the  record o f an ac t iv ity  that was 
com p le ted , rather than as a u tonom ous  o b jec ts50. The func t ion  o f  the 
pa in t ing  then  becomes one o f enab l ing  the ac t iv ity  to be known. The 
pa in t ing, however, does not re - fe r  to  the  even t  as som eth ing  that can be 
known to have  occurred, because it is in the regard ing  of the pa in t ing  
tha t the even t is constructed ; ra ther, the inv ita t ion  to accep t the 
coex is te nce  of even t and ob jec t w ith in  the  ob ject i tse lf  c rea tes  a 
s ituat ion  ana logous to tha t found in Beuys ' work, that o f de-ferra l from . 
The present, as p rev ious ly  sugges ted , is not a space fo r  the end less  
p lay ing o u t  of the past but the m om en t from  which the past can be 
co ns truc ted  With Beuys, use of the  term  'pas t '  is an insu ff ic ien t m eans 
o f re fe rr ing  to the amalgam of the beho lde r 's  and the a rt is t 's  assoc ia t ion  
o f e lem en ts ,  at t imes so en tw ined  th a t  it is d if f icu l t  to d is t ingu ish  the 
new ly -co ined  'past' of Beuys' in ve n t io n  from the co llec t ive  unconsc ious. 
The crit ic  Robert Hughes regards the  evoca t ion  o f the p r im it ive  as the 
fu nd am e n ta l  princ ip le  of Beuys' work, conce rned  with
the excava tion  of memory, la ye r  on laye r  o f it, t rans fe rred
into  metaphor: these  m ock -sham an is t ic  r ituals, th is  f idd ling
abou t with sticks and fat, bones  and rust, b lood (or at
page  160
least B lutwurst), coarse  felt, mud, gold, m ag ic ia ns ’ wands 
and dead animals, are meant to em body  a state of 
p rem odern is t  consc iousness. B e u ys ’ im agery  of surv iva l is 
in tense ly  rom antic  and archais ing . It looks back to the days 
when art is ts  were daub ing  ocher on cave  w a lls  and skinning 
hares w ith  the ir  teeth. It is fu l l  o f  nos ta lg ia  fo r the lost 
centra l i ty  o f a rt51
To v iew  Beuys as s imply re tr iev ing  ta rn ished  arcana is to 
d isregard the am b iva len t re la t ionsh ip  the a rt is t  deve lops w ith  his 
prim it ive  mater ia ls . The d isp lacem ent o f conven t iona l artistic m ater ia ls  
by those  used fo r cons truc t ion  (R obert  M orr is ’ p lywood, fe l t  and 
a lum in ium works, fo r  exam ple ), em p loyed  in the course o f one 's 
ex is tence (Ducham p's  urinal, Kaprow's 'bo rrow ing ' of behav iou r  in the 
Act iv i t ies)  or seem ing ly  unsu ited  to the ir  task (C laes O ldenburg 's  'soft 
scu lp tu res '52) se rves  to s itua te  the "s t rangeness"  or "o the rness” o f  the 
art work  ou ts ide  the domain  o f the ob jec t  and make it a funct ion  o f  the 
re la t ionsh ip  between ob jec t and beholder. W ith  Beuys, the w ork ’s a lter ity  
is a consequence  of the a rt is t 's  re fusa l to e ithe r  quote or subsum e the 
prim it ive . C oyote  does not convey the m eeting  of the wild and the 
c iv i l ised; Beuys and the animal are engaged  in the p rocess  of 
accom m odating  each other. Fat and fe lt  are no t presented in th e ir  raw, 
unm edia ted  state, nor are the ir  pa r t icu la r  qua li t ies  unduly suppressed; 
instead, Beuys f inds a m ed ian  pos it ion  which permits  express ion  o f his 
own nature  and tha t of th e  mater ia l he w orks  with. This no t ion  of 
engag ing  with materia l f inds  its most cogent express ion  in F at C ha ir53 
(see p la te  29), poised, accord ing  to C aro l ine  Tisdall, between the  two 
poles o f Beuys ' Theory o f Scu lp tu re54 that inco rpora te  any m enta l or 
physica l entity, the chao tic  and the ordered :
C h a o t ic  is the state o f raw m ate r ia l and unchannelled will 
power, charac te r ised  as W ARM  O rd e re d  is the state o f
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Plate 29. Joseph Beuys. Fat chair. 1964 90 x 30 x 30 cm Wooden chair with fat
materia l that has been p rocessed  or formed characte r ised  
as COLD and IN TE LLE C T U A L .55
Sculpture, as Beuys unders tands the term, is the m ove m e n t 
between these two s ta tes  Recast in tabu lar s tructure, the b in a ry  
oppos it ion  inv ites  the add it ion  of the  terms "perfo rm er" and "o b je c t"  to 
its list:
p a g e  162
chaos order
undeterm ined dete rm ined
warm
expansion
organ ic m ovem ent crysta l l ine
cold
con trac t io n 56
How Beuys m ed ia te s  between the two states h inges on the 
understand ing  of the c rea t ive  act; w he th e r  it is com p le ted  by its 
occurrence, o r . i t s  p roduc t.  The de f in it io ns  o f  the word  make this 
d is t inction quite  su cc in c t ly  - c rea te ;  [1] ... g ive  rise to; [2] o r ig ina te ,57 - 
the f irs t looking fo rw a rd  to a product, g iv ing  rise to som eth ing , the 
second descr ib ing an act.  If th is d is t inc t ion  is used to separa te  ob ject 
and perfo rm er then e m p ha s is  sh ifts from  fo rm a l d if fe rences  to the status 
of the a rt is t and his ac t ions , as e ithe r  the agency, or the  focus, of, 
creation; the point at w h ich  Beuys is p resen t in his works he is both. To 
insist on Beuys as both  source  and o b jec t  a r is ing  is p rob lem atic , as one 
tends to obscure the o the r.  This inv ites  one to cons ide r Beuys ' actions 
as fo rm ative , occurr ing  a t the point at w h ich  m eaning  is ass igned, not 
only in re la t ion to the beho lde r 's  und e rs ta nd in g  o f the a rt is t  but to the 
objects them selves. Pe r fo rm ance  then becom es the co rre la t ive  of the 
object; where the o b je c t  pers is ts  in d ep en d en t  of a concu rren t or prior 
activ ity  it can be said to be au tonom ous  - its jus t i f ica t ion  is its ex is tence, 
but at the point w he re  ac t iv ity  is im p lied  or e v iden t in re la t ion  to the 
object it status beco m e s  con t ingen t upon it. The in te rre la t ionsh ip  is 
noted by Kier Elam, us ing  the term 'os tens ión ',  in The S em io tics  o f  
Theatre and  Drama,
In o rder to re fe r  to, ind icate  or de f ine  a g iven  ob ject, one 
simply picks it up  and shows it to the  rece ive r  o f the 
message in q u e s t io n  Eco has a rgued  th a t th is e lem en ta ry  
form  of s ign i fy ing  is 'the m ost bas ic  ins tance  of 
perform ance '. S e m io t iza t ion  in vo lve s  the  show ing  of ob jects
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and events  (and the perfo rm ance  at large) to the aud ience , 
rather than describ ing, exp la in ing  or defin ing them .58
W here thea tr ica l ostens ión  is dependen t on the p e r fo rm er or the 
object possessing a stable meaning - through one the aud ience  may 
know the o ther - ne ither Beuys nor his ob jects are f ixed; their 
in terdependence creates a s ituation in which the beho lde r  is constan t ly  
referred from one  to the o ther in the search for meaning The e x ten t  to 
which the w ork 's  ins tab il i ty  is p redicated on the trans fo rm ing  
consciousness o f  the artist over t ime is only fu l ly  apparen t,  the nascent 
organic charac te r is t ics  o f his ob jects  only d iscern ib le , w hen  the  artist 
ceases to exist.
T h e  m o r ta l i t y  o f  t h e  o b j e c t
Beuys' w ork  has been l ikened  to that of the M in im a l is ts59, 
assim ila ted w ith in  F luxus60 and o the rw ise  assigned a p lace  w ith in  the 
canon, a pos it ion  that he rejects. Though  he exh ib its  no re luc tance  in 
tracing a d is t ingu ished, if eclectic, l ineage of l ike -m inded  sou ls  that 
embraces, am ongst others, the G erm an Romantics, Jam es Joyce  and 
Rudolph Steiner, he exp lic it ly  d is tances h imself from M arcel Duchamp. 
The s ilence o f M arcel Ducham p is  overra ted61 arises from Beuys' 
sceptic ism concern ing  Duchamp's A n t i-a r t  concept, though  in choos ing  
to speak of the  "noise" of Beuys62, the crit ic  Robert H ughes a t once 
suggests the d ive rgen t approaches o f  the artists and a lso the sense  that 
both are un ited  in p rov id ing  more than simply v isua l s t im ula t ion , 
something in excess  of the limits o f  the object. W ith  the  Readym ades, 
Duchamp questioned  w he ther the p ro fess ion  of art is t w as synonym ous 
with that of art isan. Defending F ounta in , the urinal he en te red  fo r  an 
open scu lp ture  exh ib it ion  under the pseudonym  Richard Mutt, Ducham p 
clearly favours  the mentat ion of the  artist over any m an ip u la t ion  of an
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external ob ject: "W he th e r  Mr Mutt with his own hands made the foun ta in  
or not has no im portance  He CHOSE it."63 The m ore  vocal Beuys 
presents th is  reo r ien ta t ion  o f the role o f the a rt is t w ith in  the con tex t of 
his expanded  no t ion  of art:
If art does not invent, if its co m p rehens ion  does not 
innova te  on the level o f the "a r t- idea" the art o f  paint ing or 
scu lp t ing  w ill  certa in ly  not do so. This prob lem  has noth ing 
to do w ith  the  passage from body art to m in im a l art or to 
concep tua l art. These are only so-ca lled innova t ions . They 
are rea c t ion a ry  with in  the ir  own iso la tion, like a train on its 
rails, o r a t ruck  on its road 64
W ith in  the s ta tem ent, Beuys posits  a notion o f a r t  that is rem oved  
from the fo rm a l qua li t ies  of d isc ip lines such as p a in t in g  and scu lp t ing . 
Furthermore, the "a r t- idea" d is tances i tse lf from  d e ve lo pm e n ts  such as 
body art, m in im a l art and conceptua l art where  it m ig h t  be a rgued tha t 
the p reva i l ing  rep resen ta t iona l a ttr ibu tes  of art cede  to the necessary  
in tervention  o f  the  beholder. By imposing  a h is to r ica l ly  con tra ry  
condit ion on the theo ry  of Beuys, dec la r ing  tha t e ve ry th in g  now, ra ther 
than at some p o in t  in the fu ture, has the qua li ty  o f art, then the 
d if f icu lt ies  they  p resen t the beho lder with can be regarded from  a 
d if fe ren t p e rsp e c t ive  Firstly, the "a r t- idea" is no lo n g e r  seen in iso la tion , 
as ano ther d epa r tu re  from paint ing or scu lp ture , b u t  instead can be 
viewed as any c rea t ive  impulse Second ly , if c re a t iv i ty  has an equal or 
superior s ta tus  to a se lf -regu la ting , se lf -pe rpe tua t ing , econom ic  s truc tu re  
then what are regarded  as Beuys ' more fanc ifu l  ideas, such as the 
raising of the  Berlin  Wall by f ive  centim etres  to g ive  it be tte r  p roport ions , 
cannot be d isca rd e d  or m arg ina lised  on the g rounds th a t  they are a r t is t ic  
or non -func t iona l because the process o f though t ta k e s  p recedence  o ve r  
the use fu lness  of the product. Such a s ituation  cou ld  easily be dec la red  
unworkable  from  a rational perspective , but then the  prem ises o f such a
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position would fo rec lose  the possib il i ty  of anyth ing that contrad ic ted  it; it 
is more useful to cons ide r  Beuys the art is t in such a hypothe tica l 
env ironm ent. His actions, ob jects and dec lara tions are a t tended to at 
present because the ir  lack of d iscern ib le  funct ion  places em phasis  on 
the c rea t ive  impulse from  which they spring, rendering them apart from, 
and a com m entary  on, that which exists outs ide of them. If the  same 
were to be true of those  from other d isc ip lines, Beuys-as-art is t  could 
only e x is t  by re insta ting  the funct iona l ly  purpose less product as a means 
of d is t ingu ish ing  him from o ther ind iv idua ls  who are also c rea t ive  but 
happen to produce ob jects  that serve some d iscern ib le  funct ion. The 
a lte rna t ive , and one tha t accords with the absence generated  by his 
work, is that the a rt is t  is not primarily concerned with A rt as a 
se lf -con ta ined  entity  but requires it as a form al d isc ip line by which  that 
which canno t be known can be acknowledged, so that while  c rea t iv ity  in 
other f ie ld s  tends tow ard  the deve lopm ent of that part icu lar area, the 
artist m us t address the process of crea t iv ity  itself. This requ ires the 
abil ity to  hold both the  process of creation and its product toge the r  at 
the sam e moment, a concern that is apparen t in an in te rv iew  Beuys 
gave in 1970;
There  are certa in  signs, at the m om ent I'd like to call them 
"th resho ld -s igns" o r . . . fo r  instance in St John 's Gospel, it is 
sa id "In the beg inn ing  was the word".. . In  that sense of the 
idea the word w as logos. W hat does logos do? It starts the 
process of evo lu t ion . Finally, how does a word, or I also call 
it a th resho ld -s ign  become matter? How does it become a 
rea l live person?
For me those are s ign if ican t questions. They reach way 
back  and are, f i rs t  of all, represented  by and continue to 
have  a psych ic  e f fec t th rough my performances, above all 
th rough  the charac te r  of fe lt  and fa t .65
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W hile  he regards this coming into be ing  as reaching "way back", 
w ith in  the contex t o f  the perform ances th is  is more a conceptua l ra ther 
than tempora l d is tanc ing, out o f time, ra th e r  than at its inception. The 
concept o f logos em braces the an t i thes is  between unity and p lurality, 
a llow ing the crea t ive  impulse to m an ifes t i tse lf  in the world desp ite  its 
t ranscendence .66 The perform ances are Beuys ' c learest ind ication of th is  
process, conta in ing  w ith in  the cons t i tuen t parts the ind iv is ib i l i ty  of the 
whole, but w ith the emphasis  m a in ta ined  on the how  ra ther than the 
w hat of creation; / like  A m e rica ... is both  Joseph  Beuys and someth ing 
that cannot be him, fo r  it ex is ts  apart as a piece of work. S im ilarly, the 
charac te r o f fe lt and fa t  is both som eth ing  tha t is ev iden t in its physical 
presence but is not its p resence alone.
The danger w ith  app ly ing Beuys ' theories  is the tendency to 
regard them as overreach ing , e nco m pass ing  all w ith in  the ir  grasp, as 
one is s im ilar ly  inc l ined  to regard the f ig u re  of the shaman and the 
pr im it ive  appeal o f works such as L ig h tn in g  w ith S tag in its  G la re67 as 
ind icat ive  of a l inear notion of time, w ith  a point of origin from which all 
e lse stems. C onverse ly , it wou ld  be a s im p l i f ica t ion  to declare that these  
grand narra t ives  - "s tor ies that c la im  "the status of un iversa l 
m etanarra t ive , capab le  of accounting  fo r  all o ther stories in o rder to 
reveal the ir  true m ean ing "68 - are quo ted  in order tha t they may be seen 
to be fa lse; fa lsehood  is dependen t on a ve r i f iab le  truth by which it can 
be condem ned Instead, Beuys em pties o u t  the present w ith  e labora te  
construc t ions  of past, fo r exam ple  The S e c re t B lock fo r  a S ecre t Person  
in  Ire land  and fu tu re , whils t a cknow ledg ing  through his p resence that it 
is  in the p resen t th a t meaning is g ene ra ted . The e f f icac ious  shaman and 
eve ry - l iv ing -be ing -as -a rt is t  are cond it ions  in which the beholder is drawn 
to observe  the con t ingen t status of rep resen ta t ion , sites where  the 
m imetic will not ho ld  On return ing to the continuous present, the 
beholder obse rves  tha t the work pe rs is ts ,  still under the guise of the
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rep resen ta t iona l,  but is in a pos it ion  to acknow ledge the lure of its 
deferra l, and even resist.
W h ile  it would appear that Beuys de libe ra te ly  leaves no room 
fo r  the part ic ipant to genera te  m ean ings, having prov ided  so many of his 
own, the ir  fa i lu re  to connect,  not on ly  with one ano the r  but with some 
underly ing concept. This requ ires the  beholder to suppress the desire fo r 
closure, and in so doing, con t inua lly  to  return to the p resen t in favou r  of 
a past or fu tu re  that p rom ises reve la t ion . In th is way, both artist and 
beho lder are engaged in a process o f  reaching the present, some point 
o f  actuality, not by accep ting  that it s im p ly  is, and the re fo re  unable to do 
anyth ing  but part ic ipate  in its ine v i tab le  continuation, bu t by dealing with 
w ha t it is not, and m oving  to a point w he re  engagem ent and detachment, 
c rea t iv ity  and that which is crea ted , can be regarded s imultaneously. 
V iewed in th is manner, Beuys ' work does not expand art into the realm 
o f that which it is not, nor destroy the  d is t inction be tw een  the two, but 
instead looks toward a s ituat ion  in w hich  art both pe rvades the world 
tha t continues around its fram e and p rov ides a means o f looking at it. 
John Cage's notion of the re la t ionsh ip  between art and theatre  is roughly 
com parab le  - "Theatre takes  p lace all the time w he reve r  one is and art 
simply fac i l i ta tes  persuad ing  one th is  is the case"69 - though  Cage admits 
that the p rocess of reach ing  th is pos it ion  is less an ac t ive  str iv ing than a 
w il l ingness to accept its ex is tence;
Our in tention is to a ff irm  th is  l ife, not to bring o rder out of 
chaos nor to sugges t im p rovem en ts  in crea tion , but simply 
to w ake up to the ve ry  l ife w e ’re living, which is so excellen t 
once one gets one 's  mind and  one's desires ou t o f its way 
and lets it act o f its own a c c o rd .70
Beuys' d ictum "ART = MAN''71 suggests  an equ iva lence  that is not 
ev ident in Cage's enab ling  qua li ty  o f  art Though Beuys ' work appears
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a ll-em brac ing, that which is not conta ined w ith in  it is to be located at its 
centre, the absence it looks toward. Rather than the sparseness of some 
of his p ieces, it is the lack of an in form ing princ ip le  at the heart o f the  
work that l inks Beuys with M in imalism. W here  Robert Morris deals w ith  
materia ls that exh ib it  only a surface w ithou t an implic it  po int o f  
generat ion, so Beuys presen ts  symbols, icons and myths that lack a 
founding princip le. This is not to accuse him of superf ic ia l i ty ,  because  
the assoc ia t ions  and resonances of the work are innum erab le , but ra the r  
to regard them as an e lem en t in a more com p lex  strategy. The va r ious  
e lements o f the perfo rm ances, inc lud ing the artist, look away from th e ir  
present cond it ion , evok ing  a past that neve r  was; what remains is a 
continuous present where  the ac t of c rea t ion  can occu r  w ithout recourse  
to h is tor ic i ty  ( re -presenta tion).
If the a rt is t is free  to p re sen t ra ther than to invoke  what has gone  
before, then  a ttent ion  sh ifts from  a ttend ing  to ob jec ts  with ass ignab le  
meanings g leaned from the pas t to the ac t ive  c rea t ion  of se lf in th e  
world. The inv ita t ion  is to look beyond the object, w he the r  inan im ate  o r  
organic, by posit ing  it as c losed  and u lt im ate ly  inaccess ib le  in fa v o u r  o f  
the undec ideable ; not in the sense of hav ing  a p lu ra l i ty  o f m ean ings  
(a lthough th is is not ruled out)  but in the  sense of becom ing, w h ich  
e levates the  sta tus of the ac t iv i ty  o ve r  its product. The notion o f th e  
logos - Beuys ' ' th resho ld -s igns ' - a llows tha t the c rea to r  and the c rea t ion  
be d is t inc t and yet ind iv is ib le , so tha t the ac t iv ity  is not con tingent and, 
u lt imately, apart from  the ensu ing  object, but w ith in  it. It can be seen  
that th is notion of crea t iv ity ,  th a t  e leva tes  the ac t iv i ty  over  the p roduct,  
might rem ove  the d is t inc t ions  between the artist and those from o th e r  
d isc ip lines which rest on the func t ion  or lack of func t ion  of the ir  resu ltan t  
products
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Beuys ' use o f art, then, is ironic, u ti l is ing  its s tructure  of 
rep resen ta t ion  to in va l id a te  itself, but s im u ltaneously  w ish ing  to adop t its 
concern with c rea t iv ity ,  not as it m anifests i tse lf in objects, but as an 
act, a state o f becom ing  tha t is not conc luded  by, but is 
con tem poraneous w ith, and ind iv is ib le  from, tha t w h ich  arises from  it. As 
c losure is inde f in ite ly  de fe rred , the app lica tion of jud g e m e n t is thwarted . 
The continued  a c t iv i ty  o f Beuys in relation to  his ob jects  and 
perform ances, w h e th e r  th rough consc ious a lte ra t ion  or by fu r the r  
exp l ica t ion  of the p ro je c t  from which they arise, inh ib its  respond ing  to 
them as d iscrete e lem ents .
The death o f the  artist in 1986 inev i tab ly  te rm ina ted  the 
pro li fe ra t ion  of a m b igu ity  surrounding his work. As a consequence, w ha t 
remained a fte r  his dea th  could be addressed as a body of work, though  
it is no tab le  that some cr it ics  fe lt tha t the work was im pove r ished  by the 
absence o f its crea tor. W rit ing  o f the p repa ra t ions  for a m ajor Beuys 
exh ib it ion  in Berlin in 1988, David Ga lloway observed:
Scept ics  were  q u ick  to express  doubts  abou t the feas ib il i ty  
o f  the unde r tak ing  - whether, w ithou t Beuys ' magic touch 
and m ess ian ic  p resence, a true re trospec t ive  (of the kind 
staged by the G uggenhe im  Museum in 1979) was really 
p oss ib le .72
From being re l ics  of a past continua lly  m an ipu la ted  and a ltered 
by th e ir  creator, B e uys ’ ob jects now ex is t in a co llec t ive  past, su b jec t  to 
the same co ns ide ra t ions  and means o f a ssessm en t app lied  to o ther 
objects. The uncerta in  s ta tus  o f a work such as P t Co Fe is rep laced  by 
absence as content, tak ing  refuge, as Lyotard suggests , in the "so lace  
of good fo rm s"73. Th is  is not to suggest that Beuys can be judged  as an 
exem pla r of M odern is t art ra ther than engag ing  w ith  the postm odern . 
Instead, because Beuys ' pro ject is so inex tr icab ly  l inked with h is life,
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approach ing  it h is to r ica l ly  den ies it the o rgan ic  qua li ty  tha t sets it apart 
from the  se lf -su ff ic ien t a r t  work. Even the postm odern  artist, as 
conce ived  by Lyotard , "w o rk ing  w ithou t ru les in order to fo rm u la te  the 
rules o f  what w il l  have been  don e "74, is concerned  with a bounding 
mechan ism  - 'fo rm u la t ing  th e  ru les '- that is not recogn ised  by Beuys.
W h ile  Beuys d isp lays  an " inc redu lity  toward  m e ta na rra t ives "75, he 
does not supp lan t them w ith  "d iscon tinuous, ca tastroph ic , non rec t i f iab le  
and paradox ica l”  he te rogeneous  units Lyotard  terms "litt le  n a r ra t ives "76. 
Instead, he cham pions a s ing le, a l l -encom pass ing  narra tive , art, that in 
its inc lus iv ity  does not a l low  fo r  an oppos it iona l stance. For all its 
breadth , however, there  are ve ry  e v iden t l imits to Beuys ' social 
scu lp tu re , nam ely  the b ir th  and death o f  the ind iv idua l,  and  perhaps, 
more pressing ly, an unansw ered  concern . The ind iv idua l,  in Beuys' 
unders tand ing , is not h is to r ica l ly  de te rm ined, but chooses to treat the 
past as one more e le m e n t that can be shaped and m ou lded  as an 
express ion  of th e ir  c rea t iv i ty .  Such em pow erm ent, den ied the  checks of 
a res is tan t system, has no  means to judge  itself. As p rac t ised  by Beuys 
it is apparen t in benign in te rven t ion s  such as 7000 O aks77 and jus t if ied  
by pa t ien t exp lanat ion : it remains to be seen w he ther  " the  repress ive 
e ffec ts  o f a senile  social sys tem "78 are a consequence  of the  system or 
the peop le  of w h ich  it is com posed.
Beuys ' legacy  does not reside in the  ob jects  and docum enta t ion  
that su rv ive  him, but ra th e r  in the ex ten t to which they seem incomplete  
and im pove r ished , the ir  ab il ity  to p resen t and construc t them se lves  
th rough  assoc ia t ion  with th e ir  c rea tor reduced to rep resen ta t ion  of what 
is known to have  past. D esp ite  the conve rgence  of his work with various 
styles and m ovem ents  dur ing  his l ife, s im ilar it ies  based on formal 
charac te r is t ics , such as th a t  between his and Morris' use o f fe lt, are 
i r re levan t as a co nse qu en ce  of the G erm an art is t 's  d is rup t ion  o f form
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th rough  the p redom inance  o f his own persona, p r iv i leg ing  the activ ity  of 
scu lp tu re  (in his expanded  sense), a w o rk ing -th rough  of form, over  
concern  fo r  the p roducts  genera ted  as a result.
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Robert Morris attempted to confront the value of the work of art 
through the Peripatetic Artists Guild, charging a "$25.00 per working 
hour wage plus all travel, materials, construction and other costs" to 
the "owner-sponsor", whilst Kaprow wrestles with the relationship  
between art and income in a number of essays, (see Morris' 
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Joseph Beuys L e b e n s la u f /W e rk la u f  [L ife  C o u rse /W o rk  C ourse ] ,  1964 
The text first appeared in the program notes for the "Festival der neuen 
Kunst" in Aachen on July 20, 1 964  The translation used here comes 
from Adriani, Gotz, Winnifred Konnertz and Karin Thomas Joseph 
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intermediary on censorship rights", (see Levin, Kim "Art: Beuys: The 
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January 1980 pp 35-41 )
Donald Kuspit observes that the cold year (1945)  coincides with the 
defeat of Germany in the war and Beuys' repatriation after being a 
prisoner of war in Russia, whilst the following, "warm" year (1946 )  is 
notable in that it was the period when Beuys' decided to become an 
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Artforum Summer 1991 p80.)
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co rne rs  action Aachen. 20 July 1964
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B ra u n k re u z ,  a brown pigment that Beuys employed from the early 
1960s, frequently in the form of a brown cross, is often used to modify 
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Kunstakademie Düsseldorf, July 7 1966 The work was subsequently 
displayed as In f i l t ra t io n -ho m o g e n  fo r  g rand  p iano  (1966 Bechstein 
piano covered with felt.)
In an introductory essay on Beuys, Ann Temkin notes that the artist 
read widely, particularly during the 1950s when experiencing a 
profound spiritual crisis She cites the writings of Schiller, Novalis and 
arising from this, those of Rudolph Stiener as central to the 
development of Beuys thinking He both acknowledges the influence of
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4 C h r is  B u r d e n :  A  d i f f i c u l t  l a b o u r
Joseph Beuys and Chris Burden are both  cons ide red  to be 
proponents  o f "Body A r t "1. They use the ir  phys ica l e x is tence  as the 
means to cha l lenge  the l im ita t ions  o f the art work. Beuys re fash ions  the 
art ob jec t  w ith in  h im se lf  so that he has the po ten t ia l  to determ ine  its 
bounds. The d ive rs ity  of Beuys ' in te rven tions  su gg es t  th a t  ra ther than 
fix ing new limits by which the  ob ject m ight be known, they  be cons idered  
as the  a c tiv ity  of de te rm ina tion , or "creativ ity". Form  is d isrupted by 
reconce iv ing  all its va r ious  m an ifes ta t ions  - phys ica l ob jec ts , behav iour, 
social structures - as ex tens ions  o f the ind iv idua l,  ra th e r  than being 
se lf-su ff ic ien t;  form is perfo rm ed  ra ther than being rea l ise d  in an object. 
Such a d isruption is p red ica ted  on the s tabil i ty  o f  the  notion of the 
ind iv idua l,  able to "m ou ld  and shape" the world . By its very 
inc lus iveness, Beuys' socia l scu lp ture  does no t d is t ingu ish  between 
p lastic  and per fo rm a t ive  art works, or be tw een  aes the t ic  and 
non -aesthe tic  in te rven t ions . Chris Burden 's  work is a lso concerned  with 
underm in ing  these d is t inc t ions , though he invokes  a rad ica l separation 
between h im self  and the world, e ffec ted  by que s t ion in g  the ind iv idua l 
self. W here  Beuys p resen ts  h im self  as a p e r fo rm e r  w ithout any 
separa tion  between him and his role, Burden u nderm ines  the in tegrity  of 
the ind iv idua l befo re  the beholder.
Burden seeks to d is rup t the l im ita tions and  e xpe c ta t io n s  of his 
role as performer, not by fa i l ing  to recogn ise  them but c rea t ing  s ituations 
in w hich  they cease to app ly. The work then becom es the  m om ent when 
the a rt is t  may de te rm ine  w ha t limits and e xpec ta t ions  m ay obtain. It is a 
process that must invo lve  the beholder, but res is t be ing  carr ied out fo r 
them, which would  serve  only to confirm  a re la t io n sh ip  predica ted  on 
gra t i f ica t ion  th rough  the production  o f an object. The  ex trem ity  o f much 
of the  work arises not so much from the act ions o f  the  a rt is t  but in the
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withd rawal o f  certa in fo rm a l e lem ents  th a t  in other s ituat ions would 
v ind ica te  such  behav iour. The w ork  seeks to be understood not as a 
perfo rm ance, an ob ject p roduced  by the a rt is t  to be consumed by the 
beholder, bu t as p erfo rm a tive , as a ttem p ting  to realise a notion o f the 
self, both on the part of a rt is t  and beho lder, which is in excess  of that 
p rescribed  by the terms on which they meet.
T h e  d i s a p p e a r i n g ,  d i s o b e d i e n t  o b je c t
W hils t  there  is a long trad it ion  of a rt is ts  presenting them se lves  as 
the ob jec t o f  their art, th is  genera l ly  p roceeds along d iscu rs ive  or 
rep resen ta t iona l lines. The art is t uses the  mind and body as a 'canvas ' 
on which th ey  impose or add  cha rac te r  o r  s ign i f ica t ion2. Much of Chris 
Burden's ques t ion ing  of se lf in the per iod  1971- 1975 opera tes by a 
process o f subtrac t ion . W hen  cons ide red  in relation to the  plastic arts, 
this sub trac t ion  can only p roceed  so far. Both Robert R auschenberg 's  
E rased  De K o on ing3 (1953), in w h ich  the work of the Abstract 
E xp ress ion is t  is rem oved by R auschenberg , and Lucio Fontano 's  S pa tia l 
C oncep t 4(1960), a canvas  "m arked" w ith  three knife cuts, m ight be 
cons ide red  as actions seek ing to ques t ion  the status of a pre-exist ing 
object; the tw o  works suppress  con ten t in favou r  of the activ ity  o f the 
art is t w ith  respect to the canvas. The  onto log ica l l im ita t ions and 
h is tor ica l a ssoc ia t ions  o f the canvas  are such, however, that m oves to 
exp lore  p rede te rm ined  l im ita t ions  come to be regarded as opposit iona l 
and the re fo re  assist in re in fo rc ing  the ex is t ing  param eters : the erased 
image and the v io la ted  f ie ld  serve  to p riv i lege  the charac te r is t ics  of 
image and f ie ld  respec t ive ly  - fu nd am e n ta l  e lements o f representa tion  
tha t the p r iv i leg ing  o f the  ac t iv i ty  of the  artist would seek to d isp lace 
The conce rn  to express tha t w h ich  lies beyond the l im ita t ions of the form 
is a ch ieve d  by ca ll ing a t ten t ion  to w h a t  Lyotard te rm s the "m issing
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contents", an absence that is assuaged by re in forc ing  the form 's 
inc lus iveness.
U lt imately , the ob jec t remains as an irreduc ib le  physica l presence, 
which, when consc ious ly  stated as such, as in Robert M orr is ’ Primary 
Structures, d is rup ts  form by inv it ing  the b eho lde r  to take note of its 
contingency upon the same c ircum stances as herself. The sculpture 
calls a tten t ion  to not only its ob jec thood , but the re la t ionsh ip  between 
itself and the beholder: as Fried dec lares, the " l i te ra l is t  work depends on 
the beholder, is incom p le te  w ithou t him, it has  been wait ing  fo r h im ."5 
This dependency, which Fried regards as the  "cond it ion  of theatre", 
when inves ted  in the object, looks toward the beho lder cons ider ing  her 
re la t ionship  to the ob jec t to be fo regrounded . The very qua lit ies  that 
Fried ascribes to the l i tera lis t ob jec t are im p lic i t  in the re la t ionsh ip  that 
obta ins be tw een  perfo rm er and beholder. Any  means the artist m ight 
chose to add ress  the beholder d irect ly , w i tho u t  the med ia tion  of the 
object, will, un less d isrup ted  in some way, assum e the qua lity  of a 
performance. Lea Verg ine  suggests  that Body Art is a means of 
reconce iv ing  the re la t ionsh ip  between art is t and  beholder:
The art is t 's  a t tem pt to func t ion  in a d if fe re n t  or a lte rna tive  
m anner is an express ion  o f the des ire  to e lim ina te  the 
hab itua l pos it ion  of p restige  that his ro le  comports. It is also 
an a t tem p t to c lea r the f ie ld  of in te rpe rsona l re la t ions from 
the fo rm s of a liena tion  tha t art and cu lture  continua lly  
p roduce and that help to render re la t ionsh ips  frus tra t ing  
and non -em anc ipa tory . 6
The pres t ige  accru ing to the art is t a r ises  from the abil ity  to 
produce som eth ing, adhering to certa in  fo rm a l restra in ts, that the 
beholder can consum e In the absence  of a phys ica l object, the a rt is t or
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perfo rm er p roduces behav iou r  th a t  can be d iscerned as d is t inc t from tha t 
o f  the ir  own, which then a ssum es the qua li ty  of an object, in tha t it is a 
"th ing p laced before  eyes or p resen ted  to sense"7. The p reva lence  of 
th is model is such that many h ave  obse rved  the way in w hich  m atte r  to 
be cons idered  cogn it ive ly , requ ir ing  the app lica t ion  of moral judgem en t,  
is re fash ioned to appeal to the  senses .8 By re ject ing th is model, Chris 
Burden underm ines the sense o f  p resence, thereby seeking to "escape  
iden t if ica t ion  as the O ther and  the pow er re la t ions implied by tha t 
iden t if ica t ion" 9. He does not s im p ly  a t tem p t to question  the te rm s of the 
re la t ionsh ip  between h im se lf  and the  beholder, but, as his work 
deve lops, e f fec ts  th is th rough  a recons ide ra t ion  o f self, an ac t iv ity  that 
is d irected not to  a b eho lde r  but w h ich  occurs in f ron t o f her. The 
beho lder is then left to es tab l ish  a ro le  fo r  them se lves  in the changed  
c ircum stances, fa i l ing  to d isce rn  a d iscre te  entity  tha t they m ight 
'behold '.
Perhaps the most o b v io u s  way to  frus tra te  p ro jection  of se lf is to 
remove onese lf  from view, a s tra tegy  em p loyed  by Burden in his ea r l ies t 
major work, Five D ay L o c k e r P ie ce 10, and in a num ber o f  subsequen t 
pieces.
I was locked in Locker N um ber 5 fo r  f ive  consecu t ive  days 
and did not leave  the locke r du r ing  th is time. The locker 
m easured  two fe e t h igh, two fe e t  w ide and three fe e t deep.
I s topped eating seve ra l  days p rior to entry. The locker 
d irect ly  above me co n ta ine d  f iv e  ga llons of bott led  water; 
the locker below me co n ta ine d  an empty f ive  gallon b o t t le "
The work exp lo res  the ques t ion  o f p resence and absence  in very 
d irect terms, as Burden is aud ib le  ye t unseen In loca t ing  the site  of 
sensoria l depriva t ion , those  in a ttendance  fo rm ed the ir  re la t ionsh ip  to
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the piece; some, fee l ing  th a t they were abso lved  o f identity, trans fo rm ed  
the space into a con fess iona l,  te l l ing  Burden the ir  problems and stories 
Others, regard ing  the a rt is t  as d isadvan taged , or else ob jec t i f ied  by his 
stasis, fe lt  com fo r tab le  d iscuss ing  the work as if Burden were not 
p resen t12. By lessen ing  the  degree to w hich  he pro jects h im se lf  as artist, 
and consequen tly  the e x te n t  to which the beho lde r is requ ired  to a ttend 
to this pro jection, a space  is created in which the re la t ionsh ip  between 
artist and beho lde r can be negotia ted. Th is  is a ided by Burden 's  cho ice  
of space: the lockers and their env irons  wou ld  have been com m onp lace  
to those m em bers o f the un ivers ity  who came into con tac t w ith  the work. 
Such fam il ia r i ty  works aga ins t  the au thor is ing  tendency o f  the ga l le ry  
that is able to accom m oda te  even the non -v is ib i l i ty  of the ob jec t in a 
work such as Yves K le in 's  Le V id e '3 ( 'The Void '), a cond it ion  Brian 
O 'Doherty refers to in his essay on the nature  of exh ib it ion  spaces:
The d iscre te  desk may be the only  p iece o f  fu rn iture  [in the 
gallery]. In th is con tex t a s tand ing  ash tray  becomes a lm ost 
a sacred object, ju s t  as a f irehose  in a modern museum 
looks no t like a f irehose  but an aes the t ic  conundrum . 
M odern ism 's  t ranspo r ta t ion  o f pe rcep tion  from life to formal 
va lues is c o m p le te 14.
Bereft o f the aes the t ic  'f ram e ' o f  the gallery, the b eho lde r  requ ires 
some o ther ind ica t ion  o f  art is t ic  endeavour.  On v iew ing  the lockers 
during the f ive  day per iod  there wou ld  have been no v is ib le  change  in 
c ircumstances, the ex is tence  of the w ork  hav ing  to be ve r i f ied  e ithe r by 
the a rt is t  m aking an aud ib le  s ignal or th rough  consu lta t ion  with o the r 
members of the  aud ience . Location o f the experience  is a resu lt of 
inves t iga t ions  by the  beho lde r to the ex ten t that, like the  m ovem ent 
within and a round  the  Primary S truc tu res , th is search ing  becomes 
incorporated w ith in  it. The lack of v is ib le  in form ation  he igh tens  the
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experien t ia l nature  of the work, as the beholder senses th ings  they had 
perhaps p rev ious ly  ignored. R ather than accept the v isua l in form ation  
p resented to them, an act o f im aginat ion  is required to conce ive  of the 
artist w ith in  the restr ic ted space of the locker. In an earlier, 
undocum ented  w o rk  Burden w as locked in a bath room  in which he could 
be seen th rough  a one-way f isheye  le n s '5. In both th is and Five D ay  
L ocke r P iece  the v isua l e lem en t o f the a rt is t-beho lde r  re la t ionsh ip  is 
isola ted from o the r  factors, w ry ly  comm ented on in the  ear l ie r  p iece by 
the d is tor t ion  o f the v iew ing  lens, and denied in L o cke r P iece. A 
subsequen t work, S h a d o w '6, in which Burden appeared  in shadow  before  
an aud ience, read ing  descr ip t ions  of his work and assum ing  the att ire  
and m anner he supposed  m igh t typ ify  an "avan t-ga rde  art is t" , aga in  
e f fec ts  a d iv ide  between the p resence of the a rt is t  and that of the 
person em body ing  the role. In his account of the work, Burden sta tes 
that his in ten t ion  was "to make my personal p resence  a lm ost 
su pe r f lu ou s "17.
A lthough  Burden sugges ts  a line of causa li ty  be tw een  his nex t 
work, S hou t P ie c e '6, and the p ieces P re lude to 220  o r 1 1 0 '9 and 2 2 0 20, 
there is a d is t inc t  sh if t  be tw een  the firs t of these and Five  D ay L ocke r  
Piece. In his no tes  fo r  P re lude  to 220 o r 110 the a rt is t  states:
People  w ere  angry at me fo r  the Shout p iece, so in 110 I
p resen ted  them  with an opportun ity  in a sacr i f ic ia l  s i tuation
- to a tone fo r  the ear l ie r  p ie ce 21.
inv it ing  one to inves t subsequen t p ieces, par t icu la r ly  T ra n s-fixe d 77, 
Through the N ig h t S o ftly23 and W hite  L igh t/W h ite  H e a t24 w ith  a notion of 
the a rt is t  as ob la t ion  W h a t is obscured by the  em ergence  of th is 
connection  be tw een  the w orks  is the d is t inc t ion  be tw een  Five D ay  
L ocke r P iece  and subsequen t p ieces that is es tab l ished  ve ry  c learly  in 
S hout P iece  In S hout P iece, Burden, having inv i ted  peop le  to the
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gallery, sub jected  them to his am plif ied  vo ice  shou ting  repeatedly  "Get 
the fu c k  out im m e d ia te ly "25. He had insta lled h im se lf  on a fourteen foot 
high p la tfo rm , w as covered  in red body paint and i l lum ina ted  by stage 
l ighting. Most reacted to the hostile behav iou r  by p rom ptly  leaving the 
space. The d is t inc t pow erlessness of the a rt is t  in F ive  D ay Locke r P iece  
is a ven ge d  by an act in which he contro ls  those  e lements , that he had 
den ied h im self  p rev ious ly ; who a ttended, how they m ight in teract w ith  
him and  possess ion  of the  space. Though the  later w orks  do not exh ib it  
such hos t i l i ty  they  are l ikewise in formed by an inv io la te  separa tion  
be tw een  artist and beholder. Shout P iece  does not a l low  of any save the 
most cu rso ry  in teraction, inv it ing  the beho lde r  to de l inea te  between the 
man (a t  whose request they  came to the space) and the  artist (who then 
uses th e i r  p resence as the  foil fo r  his behav iou r).  W h i le  interaction on a 
d iscu rs ive  or ex tended  part ic ipa to ry  level is all but exc luded, the te rm s 
of th e  re la t ionsh ip  between artist and b eho lde r  becom e paramount. 
Burden 's  status as artist and that of his work as art is determ ined by his 
freedom  to act towards o thers  in th is way w i thou t in te rven tion . Anyone  
taking excep tion  to his p rovoca t ive  behav iou r  in th is ins tance  does so at 
poss ib le  risk o f v io lence  to them selves.
A sim ilar exam ple  o f p lacing the beh o lde r  in a position where, at 
risk to  herself, she can 'test' the conv ic t ion  o f the a rt is t  and the ir  art 
occurs  in Vito Acconc i 's  C la im 26:
A tw o-leve l loft - at street level, next to the s ta irw ay  door, a 
TV m on ito r  records my act iv ity  and fu nc t io ns  as a warning 
to v iew ers  (a v iew e r  decides w he the r  he w an ts  to open the 
door and come down).
I'm in the  basem ent b lind fo lded, sea ted  on a cha ir  at the 
fo o t of the  sta irs - I have at hand two meta l p ipes and a
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c row ba r  - I am ta lk ing  aloud, con t inuous ly ,  to m yself - ta lk ­
ing m yse lf  into a possess ion  o bsess ion27.
In both these p ieces, the a rt is t  appears  to  be placing the beholder 
in a pos it ion  where the ir  response  is not the  product o f accumulated 
sensory  data, but a reac t ion  p red ica ted  on th e  in terpersona l level, the 
re la t ionsh ip  between h e rse lf  and the artist. If the th rea t is d ismissed, 
then the beho lder has no t engaged  with the  work but avo ided it: 
conve rse ly ,  if the b eho lde r  meets the th rea t th ey  cease to observe  the 
p iece bu t part ic ipa te  w ith in  its terms. Be tw een  these extrem es is the 
e xp lo ra t ion  of the a rt is t 's  role in  fro n t o f  ra th e r  than fo r  the beholder, 
app rox im a t ing  the f ron ta l i ty  of the ob jec t  ra th e r  than the dependency of 
the perform er.
Burden and Acconc i both "de fend" a spec if ic  space, knowledge 
and possess ion  of which, the  beho lde r  is g iven  to understand, cannot be 
ga ined ligh tly . But th is space is not some au tonom ous  th ing; rather, it is 
the  r ig h t to crea te , tha t is o the rw ise  g ran ted  in  pe rpe tua  to those  who 
fash ion  cu ltura l ac t iv it ies , tha t the  ind iv idua l defends. The beholder is 
p laced in a posit ion  w here  she can perce ive  tha t she both ex tends this 
r ight (by a ttend ing  to the  art is t)  and ch a l len ge s  it (in responding  to the 
p ro voca t ion s  the art is t  m akes.)  This s itua t ion  arises because the artist 
p laces h im s e lf at the po in t of accep tance  o r  re ject ion ra ther than an 
ob jec t or role and thus inv ites  a response  p red ica ted  on the ind iv idua l 's  
sense o f  se lf ra the r  than  one p re -d e te rm in ed  by exposure  to other 
cu ltura l ac t iv it ies . Though  both a rt is ts  assum e the mantle  of the object, 
to be ju d g e d  by the beholder, the lack of sepa ra t ion  between the artist 
and his role, suggests  th a t  re ject ion  or d ism issa l of one app lies equally 
to the o ther. Implic it  w ith in  th is  su gges t ion  is the notion that the 
p e r fo rm er is hab itua lly  ob jec t if ied  by the  beholder, rendering  the 
re la t ionsh ip  " f rus tra t ing  and non -em anc ipa to ry " ,  and tha t moves to a lter
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the terms of th is re la t ionsh ip  must evade  being cons ide red  w ith in  the 
ex is t ing  frame of the perform ance. Instead, the  per fo rm at ive  frame might 
be construed, in Jean Baudr i l la rd 's  terms, as " tha t w h ich  allows one to 
play: a stake":
It is that which must be  seduced, as eve ry th ing  else, as 
God, as the law, the tru th , the unconsc ious , the  real. All 
these th ings only e x is t  in the b r ie f ins tan t when one 
challenges them to ex is t ;  they ex is t only by v ir tue  of this 
challenge to which we ca ll  them ... I f  one  re f lec ts  upon it, we 
exist only in the brie f ins tan t when we are seduced - by 
w ha tever moves us: an object, a face, an idea, a word, a 
pass ion .28
In both C laim  and S h o u t P iece, the per fo rm at ive  frame is 
t ransfo rm ed from being the con ta ine r  of m eaning  in to  "a substance of 
b idd ing and challenge", nego t ia ted  by a rt is t  and beholder as they 
exp lore  stratagems fo r  re la t ing  to each other.
Burden's declared 'a tonem en t ' fo r  the  agg ress ion  of S hou t P iece  
in Pre lude to 110 o r 22029 is ind ica t ive  of the a rt is t  regard ing the 
mutabil i ty  of his re la t ionship  w ith  the beho lde r  as the  crea t ive  spur in his 
work. Like Shout P iece, P re lu de  sets up the  re la t ionsh ip  w ith in  very rigid 
parameters.
I was s trapped to the f lo o r  with copper  bands bolted into the 
concrete Two buckets  o f  water w ith  110 l ines subm erged in 
them were p laced near me. The p iece  was perfo rm ed  from 8 
- 10pm fo r three n ig h ts30.
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It is tempting  to regard th is p iece  as a behav iou ra l experim ent, 
with the param eters  fo r in te rac t ion  be ing rig id ly def ined , lacking only  an 
ex terna l o bse rve r  to record the results. W here  L ocke r P iece  e ffec ted  a 
reversa l in the pos it ions o f beho lde r  and per fo rm er p red ica ted  on 
v is ib i l ity , here  the pass iv ity  o f the aud ience  is assum ed by Burden, 
whils t  the beholder is encouraged  to traverse  the space. The 
c ircum stances  of the w ork  re f lec t the  res is tance to any such 
m an ipu la t ion  of roles; Burden 's  phys ica l  restra in t is met by the 
beho lder 's  moral constra in ts , which consp ire  to p roduce  an ongo ing  
tens ion  in the  piece. This canno t be d iss ipa ted  w ith in  the  confines o f the 
work and its re lease th rough  a tta in ing  its breaking po in t (the buckets  
being k icked over) has the  obv ious  consequence  o f harming Burden. 
W h ils t the a rt is t is, superf ic ia l ly ,  in a more res tr ic ted  s ituation, the 
e lim ina t ion  o f choice o f ac t ion  or e va s io n  o f danger, toge ther  w ith  the 
fac t  tha t he h im self  ins t iga ted  the c ircum stances  o f  his con finem en t, 
frees him from  much o f the app re he ns io n  he observed  in the aud ience:
.. . they would sort o f com e up g inger ly , but th ey  all stayed 
rea lly  very fa r  away as if the f lo o r  were l i t tered w ith  banana 
pee ls  and they m ight at any p o in t  slip and kick the buckets 
o v e r31.
The degree  of risk fo r  the a r t is t  is he igh tened  because there  is 
noth ing  in the per fo rm ance  su pe r f lu ou s  to its com m un ica t ion . It is 
d is t inc t f rom  the risks undertaken  by c ircus  per fo rm ers  and s tun t men 
and w om en, fo r exam ple , in that B u rden 's  role is a pass ive  one. The 
p iece lacks the narra t ive  f low  of a pe rfo rm er a t tem p ting  som eth ing  
hazardous, where the fea t i tse lf  is p re d ica ted  on the prior co nveyance  to 
the aud ience  of the enorm ity  o f risk en ta i le d  and fo l low ed  by pra ise  for 
w ha t has been ach ieved. W ith o u t the a t te nd an t ce rem ony and the sense 
o f a na rra t ive  unfo ld ing  be fo re  them, those in the space with Burden
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have noth ing to assure them that they are present only in the  capacity  of 
viewers.
The per fo rm ative  e lem en t of the work is so a troph ied by Burden's 
immobil ity  that the beho lder is inv ited to consider that her requ irem en t to 
w itness someth ing  has p rovoked  the situation in which a m an 's  life is 
endangered: the beho lder is no longer simply someone fo r  whom an 
object is produced, but is asked to take respons ib i l i ty  fo r  the 
consequences of dem and ing  that an object be placed before  her. 
Engagem ent w ith  the work requires that the beholder be gove rn ed  by its 
c ircum stances, accepting  her complic ity  in the endangering o f  the artist 's 
life Risk is a d irect consequence  of the presence of the beh o lde r  rather 
than being prov ided fo r her enterta inment. The reticence o f the beholder 
arises in part from a fea r  of re l inquish ing her p rede te rm ined  role; to 
break out o f the frame with a benevo len t gesture (m oving  the buckets 
away) or a m alevo len t one (k icking them over) would enta i l  a lter ing her 
status and, consequently , tha t of the work. Instead, the reserve  that 
Burden recogn ises in his aud ience  suggests that though th ey  persisted 
in relating to his p red icam ent as an audience, the playing o u t  of this role 
was very  ev iden t ly  fo regrounded.
T h e  t i e s  th a t  b in d
Bed P iece, S hou t P iece, W hite L igh t/W h ite  Heat and o ther p ieces 
where durat ion  is a s ign i f ican t e lement in the work can  be seen as 
confron ting  the visual w ith  the experientia l, setting up s i tua t ions  in which 
regarding the work i tse lf  is coupled with a consc iousness  of onese lf  
before it. W ha t d is t ingu ishes  them from each other is not only the 
d if fer ing actions the art is t undertook, but also the m anner in which they 
were presen ted  Bed P iece , like other works Burden ins t iga ted  during
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this period, in v o lv e s  subm itt ing  the m ind and body to cond it ions  that 
threaten the ind iv idua l 's  health:
Josh Y oung  asked me to do a piece fo r  the Market Street 
Program from  February 18 - March 10. I told him I would 
need a s ing le  bed in the ga lle ry . A t noon on February 18, I 
took o f f  a ll  my c lo thes and g o t  into bed. I had g iven  no 
o ther ins truc t ions  and did not speak to anyone during the 
p iece32.
It is not unusua l fo r  there  to be a con f l ic t  between the will o f an 
ind iv idua l and m a in tenance  of equ il ib r ium  in the  mind and body - sports  
of endurance  and physical agg ress ion , fo r  example , dem and the 
suppression o f  exhaustion  and pain - though  it is usua lly  accom pan ied  
by an ex terna l and exp l ic it  jus t i f ica t ion . That such a con f l ic t  ex is ts  is not 
as im m edia te ly  apparen t in th is work as in the  shorter and more d ram atic  
Velvet W a te r33, d iscussed below. The  work is less "s taged" than  the 
precip itous P re lu de , though the r isk of in jury to Burden is apparen t as 
the piece d eve lops . W here  the ear l ie r  w ork  had conno ta t ions  of 
sacrif ic ia l undertak ings , B ed P iece  evokes  an ascetic  doctr ine. From an 
enforced pass iv i ty  in the face of ve ry  p a r t icu la r  c ircum stances, in Bed  
Piece  the a rt is t  moves c lose r  to a pos it ion  o f  non - in te rven tion .
The m o s t  exacting  requ irem en t of B e d  P iece, its dura t ion, is a 
c ircum stance th a t Burden inher its  ra ther than  ins t igates. S im ilarly , 
Burden does n o t  m an ipu la te  the f ram e  that bounds what m ight be te rm ed 
(given the con junc t ion  o f vo li t ion  and  s tas is) his "(in) act iv ity", as was 
the case w ith  P re lude  and S hout P iece , but, instead, subm its  h im se lf  to 
its requ irem ents . Rem oved from all but the in it ia t ing  vo li t ion , the  a rt is t 
appears to h a v e  assigned respons ib i l i ty  fo r  h is we ll-be ing  to the ga l le ry  
staff, expe c t ing  them to accom m oda te  him in much the same w ay  tha t
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they m igh t take cus tody  o f  a pa in t ing  for an exh ib it ion . For the gallery 
owner and those who v is ited  Burden during the piece, deprived of any 
ins truct ions as to how to respond  to the art is t 's  abso lu tion  of 
respons ib il ity , the need to m ain ta in  the perceived  integrity o f the work 
con fl ic ted  with the fundam enta l  requ irem ents  for the continuance of life. 
This in tegrity , the sense th a t to d is turb  Burden, to remove him from his 
confinem ent, wou ld  be ta n tam ou n t to depriv ing  him of his r ight to 
express  himself, is not e xp l ic i t ly  stated by the artist, but ra ther is 
p ro jected  onto the p iece as a result o f the assoc ia t ions  of work 
p resen ted  within the con fines  o f the  gallery space. Burden is not o ffering 
h im se lf  as an object, nor could  he with any hope o f success, g iven that 
such an o ffering em braces an ac t of the ego. Instead, it is the received 
idea o f  the pass iv ity  of the  ob jec t before the sub ject in the gallery space 
that inv ites  those in a ttendance  to  regard him as such.
Unlike P re lude , in which Burden was in no position to extricate 
h im se lf  from the c ircum stances o f  the perform ance, beho lder and artist 
in B e d  P iece  are both engaged  in mainta in ing the constancy of the art 
work, even as it th rea tens  to harm  the mental and physical in tegrity  of 
the artist. Burden p lays down the  e lement of fo rebod ing  during the 
execu t ion  of the work, dec lar ing:
The hardest t ime is when I am decid ing to do a piece or not, 
because once I make a decis ion to do it, then I have 
decided - that 's  the  real tu rn ing  point. It's a commitment.
That's  the crux o f it r ight th e n 34.
yet the  psycho log ica l p ressures  o f remain ing dorm ant fo r such a period 
of t ime, even a llow ing  fo r  the fa c t  that he was fed "when Josh fe lt  like it, 
or rem em bered"35, belie  the im age  of a man resting More re levan t than 
the actua l c ircum stances o f the perform ance is the uncond it iona l manner
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in which Burden p laced h im self  in the hands o f  others. Follow ing a 
s imilar pattern  of non-d isc losure , D oom ed  (19 75 )36 consisted of Burden 
setting a c lock to noon and then lying m otion less under a pane of glass 
inclined at fo r ty - f ive  degrees aga inst a gallery wall .  He had in tended to 
term inate  the  work (by smashing the clock) at the point when the 
museum o ff ic ia ls  in te rvened  in the piece, though  he could not predict 
that it wou ld  be over fo r ty - f ive  hours before  such an occasion arose
The durat ion  o f Bed P iece  crea ted  a g row ing  sense o f tens ion  in 
those obse rv ing  it, part icu la r ly  a coup le  know n  to the a rt is t who 
considered "pull ing  him out o f i t"37. The ir  reasons fo r  not doing so are 
unknown, bu t obv ious ly , fo r them and o thers  tha t expressed  concern fo r 
Burden's w e ll-be ing  as the work proceeded, the  p iece approached  the 
point at w h ich  in te rven tion  would  have becom e a moral imperative. 
C onverse ly , to the casua l observer, Bed P iece  may inv ite  deris ion, 
o ffering l i t t le  to see and requir ing no d isce rn ib le  e f fo r t  on the part o f the 
artist: at the  start of Doom ed, members of the aud ience , an tagon ised  by 
Burden's immobil ity , began to th row  th ings at him. Bed P iece  requires 
that the beho lde r  cons ide r  the ram if ica t ions  o f  the art is t 's  decis ion. 
Through p lac ing  the museum o ff ic ia ls  (in D oom ed) and fr iends (in Bed  
Piece) in s ituat ions o f what m ight be rega rded  as unreasonab le  
respons ib il ity , Burden called a ttent ion  to the im p l ic i t  terms of these  
re la t ionships.
As the  durat ion  o f the beho lder 's  exposure  to the work increases, 
so too does the s im ilar ity  between the ir  own and Burden 's  posit ion ; both 
are engaged  in a ve ry  part icu lar, pass ive  s ta te , encom passed  and 
sanctioned by the aes the t ic  f ra m e .38 This sets up a s ituation s im ilar to 
that found in Five D ay L ocke r P iece, in which the  v isua l impact o f  the 
piece is m in imal and constant, wh ils t  the beh o lde r 's  mental construc t ion  
of the even t  is im m edia te  and expand ing  Bed P ie ce  is perhaps equally , 
if not m ore unsa tis fac to ry , in v isua l te rms as L o cke r P iece, because
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though  it does present the beho lde r  w ith  an object, the a llu re  of the 
som n o le n t  artist is poss ib ly  even less than  the in tr igue  occas ioned  by his 
absence . Both works appea l to the cogn it ive  ra ther than the v isua l, 
inv it ing  the beho lder to p lace th em se lve s  in the position of the artist, 
w h e th e r  the physical con f ines  of the  locker or the psycho log ica l 
dep r iva t ion  of ongo ing  imm obil ity . W h e re  con finem en t in the locker was 
o bv iou s ly  uncom fortab le  and requ ired  the in tercess ion  of an outs ide  
party  to extr ica te  the artist, B ed  P iece  conveys an image o f re laxa t ion  
and com fort,  w ith  the a rt is t  able to te rm ina te  the work at any moment. 
The m arg ina l is ing  o f the v isua l e lem en t in Bed P iece  a llows fo r  those  
th ings  which cannot be b rought to v is ib i l ity  to imprin t them se lves  
cogn it ive ly .  This s tra tegy is charac te r ised  by the artist and beho lde r  
m ov ing  toward each o the r  th rough  a shared experience; not s imply the 
per fo rm ance  itself, but know ing  th a t one is expe rienc ing  the 
per fo rm ance. The work then becom es not s imply tha t wh ich  is 
pe r fo rm ed , but also the c ircum stances  o f its perform ance, the d is t inc t ion  
m ark ing  it out as an e ven t in Lyo ta rd 's  use o f the term , evad ing  
co n ta inm en t w ith in  a system o f d iscourse .
The f ixed durat ion  of B ed P ie ce  p rov ided a known po in t  of 
te rm ina t ion , but th ree weeks o f  s tas is , deprived o f com m un ica t ion  with 
o the rs , lulled Burden into an u nba lanced  v iew  of the world:
I started to like  it there. It was re a lly  seductive  That's  why I 
cons ide red  jus t s tay ing there  - because it was so much 
n icer than the outs ide  world . I re a lly  started to like it, and 
then that 's  when I s ta rted  th ink ing  that I'd better be pretty 
sure that when the end o f the exh ib it ion  came - I got up*'1
By making the ob jec t his body, as opposed to a role he assum es 
or i tem  he c rea tes, Burden p rob lem atises  a po in t of con jec tu re  that
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usually exists between the  piece and the beho lder concern ing  the 
intention of the artist. It is not removed entire ly , as the d ive rs ity  of 
op in ions as to Burden 's  meaning testify , but, in the m om ent of 
performance, Burden's in ten t ion  is c learly  tha t which engages with the 
res is tances of the m ind and body. Burden a lludes  to th is transparency  of 
purpose in an ove rv iew  of h is early work:
To be r ight the p ieces have to have  a k ind of crisp qua lity  
to them ...W hen  I th ink  of them I try  to make them sort of 
clean, so that they a re  not fo rm less, w ith  a lot of separate 
parts. They are p re tty  crisp and you can read them pretty 
quickly, even the ones that take p lace  o ve r  a long period of 
t im e40.
If Burden's action  is os tens ib ly  d irec ted  aga ins t h imself, then that 
which jus t i f ies  or seeks to exp la in  the p resence  of the beho lder must be 
in excess of, or at least d is t inc t from, the d isce rn ib le  performance, 
namely, the terms by w hich  it operates. It has a lready been suggested 
that Burden's exp lo ra t ion  o f  se lf results in a co rrespond ing  question ing  
of identity by the beholder. The per fo rm ative  c ircum stances in which this 
enquiry takes place o f fe r  an exis t ing model p red ica ted  on opposit ion . 
The d if fe rences between the  two are necessary  to in it ia te  the exchange - 
an "other" is required in o rder  to ins t igate  a re lation. The degree of 
d if fe rence and those  fac to rs  which m ain ta in  it are th rea tened  by the 
piece itself. Lea Ve rg ine 's  essay on Body A r t  e laborates what this 
re la t ionship  might be, conc lud ing  that each party is looking fo r an 
""other" who is w ill ing  to g ive  him reassu rance  in the phantasy or 
u top ian is ing world tha t he is a ttempting  to m ake v is ib le "41. The aim of 
Burden's work is not to e l im ina te  the a es th e t ic  frame - its complic ity  in 
its mechanics is too great to  set itse lf apa rt  - bu t more likely to d is rup t it, 
by incorpora ting  it into the  work ings o f an over t ly  m asoch is t ic  frame
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T h is  is not to suggest that B u rden 's  exp lo ra t ions  are masoch is tic , but 
ra th e r  that they d isp lay the charac te r is t ics  Rachel Rosentha l a ttr ibu tes 
to th is  type of behav iour: "the e rad ica t ion  o f the ego, the per fo rm ance  
aspec t,  and r i tua l"42. The tens ion  between the  first two charac te r is t ics  is 
e v id e n t  in Bed P iece, where the  move tow ard  the sta tus of the  phys ica l 
ob jec t ,  the insent ien t thing, th rough  imm obil ity , con tends with the 
vo l i t io n  of a perform ed act. This m igh t inv ite  one to regard the 
res is tance  between ob jec thood  and the p e r fo rm a t ive  as an imp los ion, 
g iv e n  that the claim to p r im acy  o f both sta tes increases as the work 
p roceeds. In the c ircum stances, the apo theos is  of both  is reached at the  
p o in t  of dea th , or more accura te ly , g ive n  the insen t ien t nature  of 
ob jec ts ,  non-ex is tence, in w h ich  both are absent. Burden 's  s tas is  is the  
rep resen ta t ion  o f th is nega t ive  state, the  will to remain  where  he is 
fu s in g  with the inert ia  o f the o b je c t  By th e  third w eek o f the piece, the  
a p p a ren t  pauc ity  of the work inv i te s  the b eho lde r  to d iscern the a t tem p t 
to make v is ib le  that which is not. The space  that ex is ts  between the  
v is ib le  and tha t which cannot com e into v is ib i l i ty  co inc ides exact ly  w ith  
th a t  between his stasis and the (po ten t ia l)  act o f  leav ing  the bed 
(w he the r  of his own accord or th rough  dea th ) , and thus with leaving the  
a es th e t ic  frame. The p e r fo rm a t ive  is p resen t th roughou t, though  the s ite  
o f its occurrence  shifts from th e  o bse rvab le  (s tay ing in the bed) to the 
po ten t ia l  ( leav ing  the bed). R em a in ing  w he re  he is, Burden inc reas ing ly  
d oe s  not convey  the act of im m ob i l i ty  but ins tead  the poss ib i l i ty  o f an ac t 
th a t  cannot be conta ined  w ith in  the frame.
As w ith  Pre lude, du ra t ion  qua li f ies  the  in terpre ta t ion  o f Bed P iece , 
th ou gh  w hereas  with the e a r l ie r  p iece w h a t  is im p lic i t  in the  work as a 
ta b le au  - res tra in t and danger - becomes an exp l ic it  th reat as the w ork  
un fo lds ,  in B ed  P iece, the passa ge  of t im e  inv ites  an in te rp re ta t ion  o f  
th e  piece as the antithes is  o f  its in it ia l image - re laxa t ion  becom es 
ag ita t ion . Such a schema pos its  an irreconc ilab le  d if fe rence  between the
page 194
visual, rep resen ta t iona l image tha t is ins tan taneous and the experientia l, 
p resenta t iona l action that has duration. Stated in th is  way, time, more 
than any o the r part icu la r  charac te r is t ic  o f the work, m ight be said to be 
of param ount importance. The tempora l is a p re requ is ite  o f  many of the 
Burden's in te rven t ions  and po in ts  of comparison ex is t between them and 
the work o f o thers who inv ite  the  beholder to p lace process  - "a state of 
being in p rogress or being carr ied  on" (Concise O xford  D ictionary) - at 
the heart o f the ir  undertak ings . W here the s ight a lone of Robert Morris's 
S/ab43 does not lend i tse lf to  exegesis, inv it ing  the beho lde r  to regard 
herself, th rough her m ove m e n t and changing  a tten t ion  o ve r  time, as 
contr ibuting to the de l inea t ion  o f form, the p resence o f the artist in Bed  
Piece  p rov ides  a read ily  d isce rn ib le  image and  an in te rdependen t action. 
The photograph of Bed P iece , showing Burden recum bent, p rovides an 
indication o f this d if fe rence  W h ile  record ing an even t  of endurance  and 
privation, the image it p ro f fe rs  ep itom ises com fo r t  and security - a 
d istortion and con fla t ion  o f  Burden's experience  tha t Susan Sontag 
argues is charac te r is t ic  of the  pho tograph ic  medium:
By fu rn ish ing  th is a lready  crowded world  w ith  a dup lica te  
one o f images, pho tog raphy  makes us feel tha t the world is 
more ava i lab le  than it rea lly  is.
...It wou ld  not be w rong  to speak o f peop le  hav ing  a com ­
p u ls io n  to pho tograph: to turn experience  i tse lf  in to  a way 
of seeing. U lt imate ly , hav ing  an experience  becom es iden t i­
cal w ith tak ing  a pho tog raph  o f it, and par t ic ipa t ing  in a 
pub lic  even t comes m ore  and more to be e qu iva len t  to look­
ing at it in pho tog raphed  fo rm 44.
Such is the lure o f the  ins tan taneous image trans fo rm ed into 
tangible ob ject tha t one is inv ited to be l ieve  it exceeds  its tempora l 
fixity, convey ing  not a rep resen ta t ion  of an instant, but ind icat ive  of an
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event. Its sta tus as 'ac t ion ' exceeds its content. In d iscuss ing a 
pho tog raph  o f a s tunned g ro up  of specta tors, Sontag in t im ates th is 
sub juga t ion  of content: "W ha t do  these people  see? We d o n 't  know. And 
it doesn 't  matter. It is an e ven t:  someth ing  worth seeing - and the re fo re  
worth  p h o tog rap h in g "45. S o n ta g 's  use of the term "even t"  is com parab le  
to tha t o f Jean -F ranço is  Lyota rd . He suggests that the  occurrence 
cannot be reduced to a rep resen ta t ion  (Sontag ’s pho tog raph)  while  
Sontag argues tha t the pe rvas ive ne ss  o f camera cu ltu re  has a ltered 
expe r ience  to the ex ten t that any  occurrence is a nascen t photograph - 
"e ve ry th ing  ex is ts  to end in a pho tog raph"46. The p o in t  of comm on 
g round be tw een  the two is th e  d isrup tion  of the rep resen ta t iona l by the  
tempora l. Lyotard  p laces th e  occurrence in a co n t in uo us  presen t - 
"som eth ing  hap pe ns ” - that is not ava i lab le  to the rep resen ta t ion  th a t  
concerns  itse lf  w ith  the past - "what has  happened". Son tag , obse rv ing  
that "the part icu la r  qua li t ies  and  in ten tions of p ho tog raphs  tend to be 
swa llow ed  up in the gen e ra l ised  pathos o f time past" 47se ts  up an e terna l 
past th a t was neve r  p resen t in  which the represen ta t ion  exis ts , d ivo rced  
from  the  occurrence  tha t w as once  present.
In B ed P iece, the p o te n t ia l  act moves toward  v is ib i l i ty  w ith the  
ass is tance  of Burden 's  ine rt ia  The a rt is t 's  f renz ied  a c t iv i ty  in V e lve t 
W a te r  g ives  v is ib i l i ty  to the co n f l ic t  between the will o f the  artist and the  
res is tances  of the body:
Separa ted  from  the aud ie nce  by a row of lockers, I sat next 
to a small s ink f i l led  w i th  water. The aud ience sa t fac ing  a 
19” m on ito r  f ram ed by fou r 9" monitors, two on each  side 
The large m on ito r  show ed  an extrem e c lose-up  o f  my face 
and fo l low ed  the m ovem en ts  o f my head dur ing  the 
per fo rm ance  The sm all  m onitors showed a f ixed  v ie w  of my 
head, shou lders , and th e  sink.
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I started the perform ance looking direct ly  into the cameras 
and  saying "Today I am going to breathe w a te r  w h ich  is the 
oppos ite  of drowning, because when you breathe w a te r  you 
b e l ieve  water to be a richer, th icke r  oxygen capable  o f sus­
ta in ing  life".
I repeated ly  subm erged my face  in the sink and a ttempted  
to breathe water. A f te r  about f ive  m inutes I co llapsed 
c h o k in g /
T he  cameras were tu rned o f f48.
Burden  was kept a live  by the invo lun tary  chok ing and  gagging that 
expe lled  water as he tr ied to inhale it. The imm ediacy o f the  work is far 
g reater than  that of Bed P iece, though it is qua li f ied  by the  distancing 
e ffect o f  seeing the perform ance  on a m on itor  even as it is heard 
d irectly. The d iv is ion  between the unm edia ted  sound and  the relayed 
image is ana logous to th a t between the will o f the a rt is t  and the 
res is tance  of the body. Th is  is ins t iga ted  by Burden convey ing  his 
in tention audib ly  (as opposed  to using a v isua l m eans such as a 
p rogram m e or exp lanatory  ti t le). The p lacem ent o f  the m on ito rs  is such 
that th ey  impose a barr ie r  between per fo rm er and beho lde r  which 
separa tes  the occurrence from  its re -p resen ta t ion  on the screen. As the 
body res tr ic ts  his actions, so the extrem e c lose-up  of the  artist seen on 
the m on ito rs  consp ires to reduce the expe rien t ia l to the v isual. Instead 
of the b eho lde r  being able to construct the even t by se lec t ive  focus of 
a tten t ion , the screen d ic ta tes  to her what the  even t is. Where the 
tem pora l and spatia l l imits of the d irec t ly  w itnessed  perfo rm ance  are 
f lex ib le , dependen t on how one attends to them, here th e y  are governed 
by the o n /o f f  logic of the screen and the l im its  of its v iewing area 
Though the image of Burden is more imm edia te  because  of the 
c loseness  of the camera and the c ropp ing  of e x traneous  elements, the 
beho lde r  can no longer enterta in  the poss ib il i ty  o f in te rpos ing  or having
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any e f fec t on the  action. W here, in Pre lude , Burden sets up a s ituation 
in which the role o f beho lde r is trans fo rm ed  from  the pass iv ity  of 
"d is in te res ted  in terest"  to com p lic i ty  in the event, here  the beholder 's  
n on - in vo lve m e n t is revea led  as pow er lessness  in the face of 
p rovocation . The  noise o f the a rt is t  chok ing  on w a te r  p resents the 
beho lder w ith  a cry fo r  help to w h ich  she is unab le  to respond. The 
c lose-up  im age  on the screen acts as ve r i f ica t ion  o f the  even t (and some 
degree  o f reassurance  that w ha t is being undertaken  is not 
accom plished  by s le ight o f hand) but th is  recogn it ion  of the event's  
ex is tence  is a l l  that is ava i lab le  to the beholder. The sounds o f Burden 
breath ing  w a te r  belong to an e v e n t  occupy ing  the same time and space 
as tha t of th e  beholder, yet in be ing  in te rp re ted  th rough  the images on 
the monitors, the  even t is transposed  from  the  unm ed ia ted  here and now 
to a domain  w he re  it is contro l led  and constan t,  no longe r  in possess ion 
of an abso lu te  posit ion  in t ime and space, but one  of a potent ia l ly  
in f in ite  n um be r  of occurrences. In th is con tex t,  Burden 's  invo lun tary  
u tte rances sugges t an inve igh ing  a ga ins t w ha t Jean Baudril lard  
descr ibes as "the obscen ity  of w ha t no longe r  has any secret, of what 
d isso lves  com p le te ly  in in fo rm a t ion  and c o m m un ica t io n ."49 W hile  the 
v isua l e le m e n t of the even t is am p li f ied  th rough  the medium of 
te lev is ion , th e  cameras could  be regarded  as a lter ing  Burden's 
perspec tive  o f  the perform ance. W ith o u t  the  re la t ive  freedom  to a ttract 
or repel a t ten t ion , to break down the r ig id ity  o f the  on /o f f  state of the 
medium, and w ithout a spec if ic  aud ience  but ins tead  one tha t simply 
sees con t inuous ly ,  w ithou t jud g e m e n t or concern , Burden 's  perform ance 
seems less a m atter of cho ice  than inev i tab i l i ty ,  such tha t one can 
compare  h im to the exam ple  of the  sch izoph ren ic  g iven  at the conc lus ion  
of B audr i l la rd 's  essay The E cs ta sy  o f C om m un ica tion
It is th e  end o f in fe r io r ity  and in t im acy, the overexposu re
and t ranspa rance  o f the wor ld  w h ich  t rave rses  him w ithout
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obstacle. He can no longer produce the limits o f his own 
being, can no longer play no r  stage himself, can no longer 
produce h imself as a mirror50.
W here Bed Piece  began from  very  little and genera ted  a powerfu l 
air o f  expectancy, Velvet W ate r seem s driven by a p re-ex is t ing  tension. 
Burden delivers a spoken in troduct ion  that then deve lops  into the action 
proper, inst igat ing a narrative s truc tu re  that cannot reach a point of 
c losure. Just as Bed P iece  looks tow ard  a potent ia l act that cannot be 
rea lised, so Velvet W afer undertakes to achieve som eth ing  that is known 
( through the instances of death by drowning) to be impossib le. By 
re lay ing  the even t through te lev is ion  monitors, the a rt is t  inv ites the 
beho lde r  to embrace a medium th a t  is not subject to tne same str ictures 
as d irec t experience. The roving eye  o f the camera can bring th ings to 
v is ib i l i ty  that the human eye could no t witness unaided; in this sense the 
camera  can real- ise precisely th ose  th ings denied to the unaided eye. 
The d is t inction between the v isua l and experien t ia l in such
c ircum stances is not always who lly  apparent, g iven Sontag 's  contention 
tha t "part ic ipa ting  in a public e v e n t  comes more and more to be 
equ iva len t to looking at it in pho tog raphed  fo rm "51. W ith in  this context, 
Burden 's  fa i lu re  does not co inc ide  w ith  the point at w h ich  the medium 
can no longer conta in the work, no r  would  the aes the t ic  fram e have been 
broken had the artist died in the a t tem p t, because its on ly  requ irem ent is 
the image This ind iffe rence to su f fe r ing  is not a cho ice  availab le  to the 
beholder, but is an inherent charac te r is t ic  of the medium. By presenting 
his action via a monitor and a llow ing  the aud ience  to hear him 
su ffoca t ing  d irectly, Burden m an ipu la tes  the reception  of the work so 
that the aud ience are d is tanced su ff ic ien t ly  to attend to the work whils t 
at the same time experiencing an  empathetic  reaction  to the artist 's  
s truggle : the image on the m on ito rs  heightens the sense of Burden's 
p red icam ent whils t l iterally inh ib it ing  the beholder from in terven ing
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R e p r e s e n t a t i o n  as th e  s i te  o f  d o u b t
V e lve t W a te r is perform ed in imm edia te  p rox im ity  to its 
rep resen ta t ion  and is thus able  to underm ine  the au thor ity  of the  image 
by p rov id ing  another means o f regard ing the  work. W hile , in the  works 
before an audience, an unspoken be lie f th a t  the frame m ight u lt im ate ly  
sanction and permit Burden to cause in jury to h imself could  be regarded 
as lessen ing  the actua l ity  o f the p iece, th is conceptua l and h ighly 
ine ffec tua l safety net is frequen t ly  absent in the docum ented  works. In 
D eadm an  (see p late 30), fo r  example , the  safe conc lus ion  o f a work in 
which Burden  lies down on a main road under a canvas  ta rpau lin  
i l lum ina ted  by two f i f teen -m inu te  f la res w as  a consequence  of the  
arrival o f the police before  the  f la res w en t o u t.52 The beho lde r  may not 
have asked  the art is t to pu t h im self  at r isk but such c ircum stances
Plate 30.Chris Burden. Deadman (Photograph, 1972)
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expose the presence of a se t of rules and expecta t ions  that curtail 
expression of anyth ing  deem ed  to fall outs ide of the ir  param eters .
Many of Burden 's  p ieces  are p resented only th rough  photographs 
or film, usua lly  accom pan ied  by an explanatory tex t .  Burden's 
contr ibution to the docum en ta t ion  of his work is always in th e  past tense, 
indicating that, fo r  h im se lf  a t  least, the occurrence is conc luded ; what 
remains comprises its rep resen ta t ion . In contrast, Vito A cconc i 's  pieces 
are outl ined in the p re sen t tense, in the manner of a commentary 
accompanying a fi lm. His account o f Claim, quoted p rev ious ly , is 
characte r is t ic  of the way in which he a ttempts to narrow the  d is t inction 
between the v iew e r who a ttended  the performance and  those who 
subsequently  watch the w o rk  on video. In those cases  where no 
aud ience was present, it is apparen t that Burden cons iders  his 
contr ibu tion  to the work com p le ted ; the beholder is left to  approach the 
work th rough the d ocu m en ta t ion  that remains.
The works d iscu ssed  above all share at leas t a partia l 
acknow ledgem ent of the p resence  of the artist by the aud ience  and he 
of them, though  Burden a lw ays  occup ies an inv io la te  space  that the 
audience are unable  or unw il l ing  to enter. Burden's pe r fo rm ances  that 
are in tended to be seen o n ly  in documented  form con t inue  the uneasy 
d ia logue with the b e h o ld e r  outside o f the c ircum stances o f the 
occurence. S hoo t is as no to r ious  as it is short. "At 7 :45pm. I was shot in 
the left arm by a fr iend. T he  bullet was a copper jacket 22  long rif le  My 
fr iend was s tand ing  abou t f i f teen  fee t from me''53. W ith  Shoot, ne ither 
party comes into c o n ta c t  with the other excep t th rough the 
m an ifesta t ions o f the w ork . Properly these  comprise pho tog raphs  and 
Burden's accom pany ing  s ta tem ent, though in addit ion, a perform ance 
entit led Show the H o le 54, g ive n  in F lorence, Italy, in 1980, made direct 
re ference to the ear l ie r w ork :
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...One a t  a time I rece ived  each person from the aud ience 
wait ing  outs ide. As each person entered, I addressed  them 
in I ta l ian  and asked them in a cord ia l manner to "P lease  sit 
down, " then look ing  at them  I said "In 1971 I d id a 
pe r fo rm ance  in w hich  I was shot in the arm." F inally I would 
roll up m y s leeve and as I po in ted  with my f inge r  at the scar 
in my arm , I would  say "The bu l le t went in here and came 
out th e re "55.
W h e th e r  the beho lde r  comes into contact w ith  one or all of these  
references to the  work is beyond the a rt is t 's  contro l. Most people  knew 
of the work n o t  th rough ga lle ry  docum enta t ion  or the  a rt is t 's  pub lished 
ca ta logue of p e r fo rm a n c e s 56 but th rough  the media, which se ized on the 
extrem ity of th e  act, tu rn ing  it into a cause  cé lèbre : "By 1973, [Burden 's ] 
work had b ee n  written up in the Los A nge les  Tim es, New  York Times, 
Time, A va lan che , E squ ire  and N ew sw eek"57. That Burden was shot in the 
arm would  a t t ra c t  li tt le a tten t ion  in a coun try  where every  c it izen has the 
right to bear arms, were it not fo r  the fa c t  that it d is rup ts  the notions o f  
assailant, v ic t im  and m otive  by which one  com prehends acts of v io lence. 
To those w h o  use v io lence  aga ins t them se lves  one can attach the 
motive of su ic ide  or m enta l d isorder, fo r  example, thereby in troduc ing an 
external e lem en t,  such as the hos t i l i ty  of the c ircum stances  the v ic t im  
finds herse lf  in, or he red ita ry  facto rs , th a t can func t ion  as the ( ind irect)  
assailant w i th o u t  com prom is ing  the de tachm ent of the observe r. S hoo t 
confounds p la cem e n t w ith in  th is schem e, its docum enta t ion  serv ing only  
to confirm  its  occurrence  ra ther than  explain w ha t is occurr ing. The  
extrem ity and  e ff icacy  o f the act d iscourage  its easy d ism issal; like the  
irreducib le b u lk  of Robert Morris' scu lp tu res  that canno t be ignored even  
if the reason fo r  the ir  ex is tence  is unknown, there is a su rfe i t  of actua l ity  
that cannot accoun t fo r  itself. In The Postm odern  C ond ition , Lyotard  
writes of the se lf - leg i t im a t ing  aspect of narrative;
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N arra t ives .. .de te rm ine  criteria of co m pe tence  and/or 
i l lustrate  how they are to be applied. They thus  de f ine  what 
has the r ight to be sa id and done in the cu ltu re  in question, 
and since they are them se lves  part o f that cu ltu re ,  they are 
leg it im ated  by the s im p le  fact that they do w ha t th ey  do58.
The par t icu la r  na rra t ive  structure outlined abo ve  invo lv ing  victim, 
assailant and m otive  f inds  a basis in the na rra t ive  "posts" (sender, 
addressee, hero) that Lyota rd  suggests:
are so o rgan ised  tha t the  r ight to occupy the  pos t of sender 
rece ives the fo l low ing  double grounding: it is based upon 
the fac t  o f  having occup ied  the post of add ressee , and of 
hav ing  been recoun ted  oneself, by v irtue o f  the  name one 
bears, by a p rev ious narra t ive  - in o ther w ords, hav ing  been 
pos it ioned  as the d iage t ic  re fe rence o f o th e r  narrative 
e ven ts59.
The process  of na rra t ion  that Lyotard descr ibes  as "narra t ive" is 
itself an act; the  "posts" can become the substance o f a fu ture narrative. 
This sets up a continua l d e fe rra l  of the act i tse lf  as it is re-presented 
within the te rm s o f ano ther act, which in turn is not v is ib le  until it too can 
emerge as a resu lt  of a subsequen t act. W ith S hoot, Burden inv ites  the 
beholder to occupy  a pos it ion  within the act that is be ing  narrated and as 
a cons t i tuen t o f  the act o f narra t ion . If Burden is sho t in the arm that the 
act may be recorded and rep roduced  within the co n te x t  of the gallery 
then the "assa i lan t"  could  be said to be that person w ho  requires to see 
something in those  c ircum stances, who is also the  "addressee" o f the 
docum entat ion. The p rocess  of cons truc t ion  inv ited by the 
docum enta t ion  o f Shoot requ ires  that the beho lder accep t that the prior 
event is con t ingen t on the  present narration o f w h ich  they are part
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W here the  structure  of the grand na rra t ive  arises from  "the d iagetic  
re fe rence o f  o ther narra t ive  events", th a t  which wou ld  accommodate 
Shoot re la tes  only to itself. There is no fundam enta l or te leo logica l 
tem pora li ty  to  which it adheres except th a t  which is construc ted  w ith in  it, 
and is o ccup ie d  by the process o f its construc t ing .
The s imp lic i ty  of Shoot and its la ck  of d isce rn ib le  motive  is such 
that the occurrence  is not easily subm erged  under a narrative. 
Trans-fixed , with its overt a llusion to c ruc if ix ion , wou ld  appear to be 
Burden's m os t accessib le  work invo lv ing  his body.
Ins ide  a small garage on S peedw ay  Avenue, I s tood on the 
rear bum per of a Volkswagen. I lay on my back over  the 
rea r section of the car, s tre tch ing  my arms onto  the roof.
Nails  were  driven th rough my pa lm s onto the roo f o f the car.
The garage  door was opened and  the car was pushed half 
w ay  o u t  into the speedway. S cream ing  fo r  me the engine 
w as run  at full speed for two m inu tes . A f te r  two m inutes, the 
e n g in e  was turned o ff and the c a r  pushed back into the 
g a ra g e  The door was c losed60.
B e cause  the piece has such s trong a llus ions to the death of Christ 
- the p ho tog raph  of the hands, fo r exam p le , has para l le ls  with Thomas 
asking fo r  p ro o f  - and because an i ro n ic  stance tow ard  th is sub ject is 
also e v id e n t  in the car's assoc ia t ions w i th  sa lva t ion  th rough  technology, 
there  is no lack of materia l from which to  extract a reading  of the work. 
The na tu re  o f the docum enta t ion  is such , however, tha t the beho lde r  is 
con tinua lly  referred outs ide of the narra t ive  tha t would  seek to 
encom pass  the event.
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Plate 31. Chris Burden. Trans-fixed (Performance/documentation, April 23, 
1974, Venice, California)
The re  are two pho tog raphs  that accom pany  the descr ip t ion  of the 
piece ; one  show ing  the artist na i led  to the back o f the Vo lksw agen  (see 
plate 31), the o the r  a c lose-up  o f his hands, ind icating  w here  the nails 
passed th rough  him. The la t ter pho tog raph  c learly  is in tended to  answer 
the question  o f au then t ic i ty  begged  by the former, but fa i ls  to do so 
because both  ope ra te  in the same, unre l iab le  medium. The ex is tence  of 
the two p ho tog raphs  qua li f ies  the  notion o f the work g iven  in the text.
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Burden's descr ip tion conveys a l inear p rogress ion  of events, cu lm ina t ing  
in the two minutes ou ts ide  the garage d u r ing  which the artist is im pa led  
on the revv ing  veh ic le . The first pho tog raph  visua lises this moment, the  
second seem ing ly s tands outside the occu rrence  itself, but in a t tem p ting  
to va lida te  the fo rm er d isrupts it. The in ju re d  hands cannot be regarded  
as a consequence  o f the action but an e lem en t w ith in  it. The ac t ion  is 
not com ple te  in the sense that the p resen ta t ion  of the hands sugges ts  
that the even t is no t autonom ous but needs to call on an e x te rna l 
agency fo r  ve r i f ica t ion . Also, the pho tog raph  of the hands looks tow ard  
the indeterm inate  tem pora l extension o f th e  work, p rov id ing no ind ica t ion  
of when it was taken  re lat ive to the in i t ia l  punctur ing of the sk in. In 
effect, Trans-fixed  is g iven to the b e h o ld e r  as the amalgam o f the 
occurrence  and its consequences. There is a confl ic t between that w h ich  
is c losed and lends i tse lf  to rep resen ta t ion  - the act as descr ibed  in the 
text, w ith  its accom pany ing  a llus ions - a n d  the photograph of the hands  
which is p resen ta t iona l and open. The d if fe rence  between these  two 
states is inherent in the  act, but is fo re g rounded  by the d ocum en ta t ion  
which seeks to hold both  present.
W h i ls t  the imm ediacy  o f V e lve t W ate r may encourage  the 
beho lde r to regard the  act and its rep resen ta t ion  as oppos it ions  th a t 
confla te  w ith in  known spatial and tem pora l co-ord ina tes to p roduce  the 
work, S hoo t and T rans-fixed , because  o f the requ irem ent tha t the 
beho lder construct the  work, a llow g re a te r  freedom in determ in ing  how 
the d ispara te  states co-exist. To regard th is  d isparity as subse qu en t  to 
the event, and thus ins t i l l ing  it with an o ve rr id in g  h istoric ity, is to p la c e  it 
w ith in  the  bounds o f representa tion, a sys tem  of language re l ian t upon  
the primacy and s tab i l i ty  of the "p resen t"  Rather than posit a m om en t 
(the occurrence) f rom  which all re lated c ircum stances are pos te r io r  and 
dependent, one m igh t enterta in  a no t ion  of representa tion  that w ou ld  
evade "the creation o f  time through the m echan ism  of rep resen ting  each
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present moment in a n o th e r "61. W hile  rep resen ta t ion  necessar i ly  is 
related to that which it p u rpo r ts  to re-present, the  nature  of this re la t ion 
might der ive  from the w o rk  i tse lf ra ther than  being bound up in the 
confirmation of an a p rio r i sys tem  of d iscourse . Dorothea O lkowsk i-Laetz  
suggests the possib il i ty  o f th is  position in the fo l low ing  questions:
Is there  any o the r w a y  fo r though t to get its orien ta tion  
when the work of a r t  is detached from  any owner-user or 
o r ig in? Is there  any p o in t  of departu re  tha t a llows the work 
o f art to be its own o r ien ta t ion  and to p rov ide  an or ienta tion 
fo r  though t not bound  to p resence or absence , to substance 
and its acc iden ts?62
If the work of art is to  be its own o r ien ta t ion  then it must in it ia te  
moves that evade its c o -o p t io n  within the system  o f d iscourse, or, w ith in  
the terms o f Lyotard 's d isco u rs , "the p rocess  of rep resen ta t ion  by 
concepts"63, must rende r  it opaque, so th a t  that which ca nn o t be 
incorpora ted  in its logic o f  oppos it ion , Lyo ta rd 's  figu re  - "the po in t  at 
which the oppos it ions by w h ic h  d iscourse  w orks  are opened to a radical 
hete rogeneity  or s in g u la r i ty "64 - becom es ev ident. The questions  
re levant to T rans-fixed  then  become the  fo l low ing ; how m ight a w ork  that 
is fundam enta l ly  conce rn ed  with the hum an cond it ion  be said to be 
detached from an o w n er-use r? ; how m ight th is  detached  work o r ien ta te  
itse lf w ithou t recourse to th e  oppos it iona l s tructure ; and what m ight such 
a work revea l?  O lkow sk i-Lae tz  cites H e idegge r 's  be lie f that:
the more c leanly  t ie s  to the human are cut, the more 
detached the work is from orig ins, the  more dehum anised 
the work, the more it leads us into the  "open", where a 
to ta lly  unique being ca n  be b rought fo r th .65
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W here  the preceding sect ions of this essay have concerned  them selves 
with the manner or form in which Burden presents his work, the means 
by w hich  the artist e f fec ts  such a separa t ion  between h im se lf  and the 
cond it ion  he shares with the beholder requ ires an exam ina tion  of what 
m ight ten ta t ive ly  be regarded as content, the  pain of the artist. When an 
artist p roduces a work th a t  the beholder m igh t associate  w ith  pain, such 
as P icasso 's  Guernica, o r  Francis Bacon 's  to rtured  f igures , whilst they 
a llude to that which is unpresen tab le , the method of show ing  requires 
that they  engage in a system of s ign if ica t ion  that the experience  cannot 
enter. This opposit ion  is w ha t Lyotard regards  as a modern aesthet ics o f 
the sublime, allowing the  aud ience to indu lge  in "the so lace of good 
fo rm s" whils t permitt ing them  to "share co llec t ive ly  the nosta lg ia  fo r the 
unatta inab le" , to be d is t ingu ished  from the  postm odern  which "puts 
fo rward  the unpresen tab le  in p resenta tion  i tse lf "66
Through expe rienc ing  pain in fron t o f  the beholder, rather than 
using accepted  means o f  convey ing  it, Burden p revents  the  appearance 
of "good forms"; Velvet W a te r  is not d iscu rs ive  but incoheren t. Similarly, 
Through the N igh t Softly , recorded on f i lm in its entirety, and shown over 
the course of a month on te lev is ion  in a ten-second  segment of 
advert is ing  space the a rt is t  bought, has s trong v isua l appeal, but is 
shown outs ide of any con te x t  tha t m ight exp la in  it:
Holding my hands behind my back, I crawled th rough  fifty 
feet of broken g lass There were ve ry  few  specta to rs , most 
of them passersby. This p iece w as docum ented  with a 
16mm f i lm .87
There are obv ious reserva t ions  in ass ign ing  the te rm  'content' to 
the pain endured by Burden in the course  o f his work, not least of which 
is its d iscern ib i l ty  to the  beholder. In the in troduction  to The Body in  
Pain, Ela ine Scarry sets ou t a d iametr ica l oppos it ion :
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.. . for the person  in pain, so incontestab ly  and u nego t iab ly  
present is it that "hav ing  pain" may come to be th o u g h t  of 
as the m ost v ib ran t exam ple  of what it is to "h ave  
certa in ty ,"  w h ile  for the o the r  person it is so e lus ive  that 
"hearing abou t pain" may ex is t as the primary model o f  what 
it is "to have  doub t” .68
Pain, Scarry argues, in con tras t to o ther states of consc iousness ,
has no re fe ren t ia l content.  It is not o f  or fo r  any th ing . It is 
precise ly because  it takes  no ob ject that it, more th a n  any 
o ther phenom enon , res is ts  ob jec t if ica t ion  in lan gu ag e .69
In the d iscuss ion  of V e lve t W a te r  it was noted th a t Burden was 
reduced  to p re -ve rba l u tte rances  in response to the agony o f  the event. 
S im ilarly , A cconc i 's  descr ip t ion  o f H and and M outh  in A d a p tio n  S tud ies70:
Pushing my hand into my mouth until I choke and am fo rced  
to re lease my hand; con t inu ing  the action for the d u ra t io n  of 
the f i lm .71
on ly  approaches cohe rency  and va lid ity  when rendered in  a graphic 
m anner Even then, as the in tens ity  of the pain increases, th e  abil ity to 
m ain ta in  an ind ica t ion  of the  expe r ience  fa lters, as Burden co l lapses  and 
Acconc i 's  line o f s tress ceases to represent. Pain can only  becom e part 
o f d iscourse  th rough  the im age  of the weapon or the w o u n d .  Burden ’s 
S how  the H ole  and  Joseph Beuys ’ Show  y o u r w ound 72 bo th  look toward 
ob jec t ify ing  that w h ich  res is ts  represen ta t ion . The very ins is te nce  upon 
the  p ro je c tio n  of pa in  e v iden t in the f irs t word of both ti t les sugges ts  that 
it w i l l  be known by fo r th r igh t dec la ra t ion  rather than merely be  accepted. 
W h a t  Scarry re fe rs  to as the "ave rs iveness "  of pain, h ow eve r ,  suggests 
tha t pain crea tes  an interna l d iv is ion  in the person e x pe r ie nc ing  it, that
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overrides any sense  of a unified se lf p resenting someth ing that could 
convey the expe r ie nce  to an externa l observer:
Pain is a pure physical experience  of negation, an 
im m ed ia te  sensory rendering o f "aga inst," of something 
being a g a in s t  one, and of someth ing  one must be against.
Even th o u g h  it occurs within onese lf, it is at once identif ied  
as "not o n e se l f , "  "not me".73
C on com ita n t  with the "certa in ty" of se lf in pain is the identif ica tion  
of "the o the r ” ( "n o t  me") with the experience  of pain. Such a condit ion is 
enclosed, b e g in n in g  and ending w ith  the artist and thus fu rther 
contr ibuting to  the sense of d if fe rence  between artist and beholder 
engendered by  pain. W here  the s tra tegy  o f re f lex iv ity  has its basis in 
Process Art a nd  Minimalism, the se lf-absorp t ion  that pos its  the se lf 
against its ow n  resis tances f inds corre la t ion  in works such as Carolee 
Schneem ann ’s L a te ra l S p lay ,7“ a p iece firs t performed at Judson Dance 
Theatre, New York  in 1963. The tw e lve  part ic ipants engaged  in four 
basic types o f run across the perform ing  space, informed by guidelines 
that de te rm ined  the extreme energy o f the piece:
SPEED - fas t as possible. DURATION - long as possib le; 
any a c t ion  taken to exhaustion. DIRECTION - random. 
V A R IA T IO N S  - climbing, swing ing. PERFORMANCE - 
s ty l ised , severe, maximum energy in runs, co ll is ion 
e m braces  are natural, a ba nd on ed .75
A m ore  com prehens ive  set o f rules relating to encounters  with 
objects, walls  or other perform ers pushes the piece to a level of 
complex ity  w h e re  the perform er's  consc iousness of perfo rm ing  becomes 
inh ib ited T h o u g h  the piece may be said to move toward exhaustion, it
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cannot be equated  with the degree  of pain endured  in Burden's more 
extreme works. The connection  however, in t roduces  a further, s ign if ican t 
point made by Scarry, aris ing from  the e tym o log ica l  re la t ionship  between 
"work" and "pain":
The more [work] rea lises and trans fo rm s  itse lf in its object, 
the c lose r it is to the imaginat ion, to art, to culture; the 
more it is unable to bring forth an ob jec t ,  or, bring ing it 
fo rth , is then cut o f f  from  its object, th e  more it approaches 
the cond it ion  of pa in .76
Placed w ith in  the terms o f Burden's in te rven t ions , th is re la t ionship  
between work and pain may be viewed as p rov id ing  possib le  answers to 
the questions posed above. F irstly, the d e tachm en t necessary  to evade 
co-option into the system o f represen ta t ion  cou ld  be seen to arise from 
the herm etica l ly  sealed expe r ience  of pain. In Velvet W ater, ne ither of 
the two m eans by which the occurrence  m ig h t  be known - the relayed 
image or the unmediated sound - succeed in representing  pain; the 
image is in te l l ig ib le  because it approaches th e  cond it ion  of ob jec t in its 
d is tance from the event, w h i ls t  the sound, as it moves toward convey ing  
the expe rience  splutters into incoherence  In Shoot, the docum entat ion  
evokes a past event, but, ca ugh t up as it is in the need fo r  verif ica t ion , it 
is "in excess o f  what is p resen ted  to us in th e  frame"; it is not the  event. 
The pho tograph  o f the w ound is at two rem ove s  (it is ne ither the pain nor 
its v isua l sign, the wound, but its rep resen ta t ion )  and of a d if fe ren t order 
o f sensation, being v iewed ra the r  than expe rienced . The works can be 
said to concern  them se lves  w ith  the hum an  cond it ion , yet remain 
detached from  an owner-user because there  is no ob ject which can arise 
from the centra l experience
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In cons ider ing  the pain of the  artist as a const i tuen t of the work, a 
con fl ic t  emerges with the rece ived  idea o f the artist as exemplary 
su ffe re r.77 Just as Burden's w ork  m ight be seen as d isrupting the 
d iage tic  nature of d iscourse, so m igh t it also be regarded as 
confound ing  the position of the artist w ith in  the system. Verg ine 's  
observa t ion  on the emancipatory  e f fec t  o f  func t ion ing  in a d iffe ren t or 
a lte rna tive  m anner would app ly to Burden 's  refusal to accept the 
su ffe r ing  posit ion  as a p rerequ is ite  of his w ork  in favou r  of exploring the 
re la t ions that m ight evo lve  from in it ia t ing  such a posit ion  from within the 
work itself. Burden's exp lora tion o f self, in its evasion of co-option within 
the system of d iscourse, p rov ides  the oppor tun ity  w hereby both of these 
s tra teg ies may be employed concu rren t ly . Rather than reconce iv ing the 
ob jec t w ith in  h imself, Burden den ies  both ob jec t and the role of artist, 
not through a dec lara tion  o f intent, which w ou ld  invite cons iderat ion  as a 
d iscre te  perform ance, but ins t iga t ing  d iv is ions that frustra te  the 
p ro ject ion  of a unif ied  identity. Th is  p roceeds  at the site of pro jection 
th rough a num ber o f stratagems, inc lud ing  posit ing  lack of v is ib i l ity  with 
physica l p resence (Locke r P ie ce ) or through coex is tence of
representa t ion  with the unm ed ia ted  (V e lve t W ater.) The actions of the 
art is t and p resenta tion  of the same are no t synonymous. Choosing not to 
produce a physica l ob ject fo r  the beholder, Burden resists the 
assum ption  that such an ob ject will be d iscern ib le  in his actions. His 
posit ion  as art is t is "a stake", tha t w h ich  permits him to o ffe r  the 
beho lde r a cha l lenge  rather than sa tia te  her desire fo r  the object. Art is t 
and beholder are separated, not by the fo rm a l d is t inc tions aris ing from 
the ir  funct ion  re la t ive  to the object, but fo rc ib ly , as a resu lt of the fa i lure 
o f  the ob ject to materia lise. The actua l phys ica l pain o f the artist in some 
works is accom panied  by a co rrespond ing  agita tion - common to all his 
in te rven tions  - aris ing from the inab i l i ty  o f work to realise i tse lf in an 
object. It looks toward a renego t ia t ion  o f the re la t ionsh ip  between 
Burden and those  a ttend ing  to h im  such tha t this ag ita tion, ra ther than
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being consumed as an em bod im ent of the suffering artist, is a llowed to 
pers is t as the mark of d if fe rence  between them. Granting th is respite, 
the beholder, freed from  "the naked tru th , the one that haunts all 
d iscourses of in te rp re ta t ion "78, is able to evolve a d ia logue  with the 
"o the r” whose d if fe rence  to one 's se lf is acknow ledged but not known 
nor reasserted as the prime func t ion  of such a d ia logue, which, instead, 
it ex is ts  to d iscover.
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5 R o b e r t  W i l s o n :  S i n g u l a r  v i s io n ,  d i v e r s e  fo rm
Robert W ilson 's  works, or "operas" as they  have been re fe rred  to1, 
cannot be sa t is fac to r i ly  confined w ith in  an ex is t ing  art form as they are 
indebted  both to the  t im e-based  arts (dance, music, theatre, ope ra )  and 
the  p lastic  arts (pa in t ing , scu lp ture , a rch itec tu re). It is the in ten t ion  to 
h igh l igh t the d i f fe ren t  represen ta t iona l s tra teg ies  at work in W ilson 's 
p ieces and i l lus tra te  how the ir  coex is tence  d isrup ts  the c losu re  of the 
work. The length and  com plex ity  o f the w orks  under d iscuss ion  is such 
as to preclude a sa t is fac to ry  descr ip t ion  o f  any one o f them  in their 
entire ty. A ttem pts  to record the  to ta l i ty  o f  a W ilson  production  
necessar i ly  conta in  it w ith in  d iscourse , b r ing ing  it to a point o f  closure 
that, it is argued be low , the work evades. D iscussion o f the w o rk  i tse lf 
p resupposes tha t it has a spec if ic  form and thus any cr it ique  w ish ing  to 
c ite  W ilson as an a r t is t  evad ing  d iscourse  m ust be ass iduous in its own 
cohe rency  in o rder th a t  the incoherency  it addresses be "o th e r"  rather 
than  oppos it iona l.  To this end, th is ch ap te r  exam ines scenes or 
segm ents  w ith in  scenes, consc ious  that th ey  must take the ir  p lace  in a 
la rge r  fram ework, bu t w ithou t seek ing to bound  the work by de f in ing  it. 
W ith o u t a unitary, s ta b le  form, the beho lde r  is inv ited  to engage  with the 
ob jec t  that W ilson  p rov ides  in ways that c a nn o t  be de te rm ined  prior to 
the  experienc ing  o f the  work; its charac te r  is thus per fo rm ative , the work 
occurr ing  as the n ego t ia t ion  between ob jec t and beholder.
The p roduc t ions  o f Robert W ilson  are in form ed by his part ic ipa t ion  
in the burgeon ing  New  York art scene in the  period 1962-662. W ilson, 
w h i ls t  s tudy ing fo r  an in ter io r des ign  deg ree  at the Pratt Institute, 
p roduced  his own f i lm s, dance and thea tre  work, in add it ion  to des ign ing  
the  set fo r Jean -C laude  van Ita ll ie 's A m erican  H u rrah !3 Perhaps the most 
pe rvas ive  a rt is t ic  m ovem en t o f the per iod , M inimalism, has  been 
obse rved  by some c r it ics  to in form  W ils o n ’s w ork .4 S p ec tacu la r  epics
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such as Einste in  on the Beach5 and The L ife  and Times o f Joseph S ta lin 6 
challenge a reduc t ion is t7 view of M in im a lism  , o ffering a more p lausib le 
aesthet ic  predicated on d is t ingu ish ing th e  const i tuen t c ircumstances of 
the work rather than a ttend ing to the resu lt ing  composition.
Many com m enta tors  approach W i ls o n 's  work from the perspective  
of the image.8 He generates works from  numerous quick ly-drawn
sketches rather than a written text so th a t  the stage picture is not an 
in terpretation of the  original impulse f i l te re d  through another medium, 
from text to image, but ra ther an e labo ra t ion  o f e lements a lready 
formulated. In the in troduction to her book, The Theatre o f Im ages, 
Bonnie Marranca suggests  that in W i ls o n 's  theatre, the image has 
primacy over the text:
The absence o f d ia logue leads to the  predominance of the 
stage p icture in the Theatre  o f Images. This vo ids all 
cons iderations of theatre as it is co nve n t io na l ly  understood 
in terms o f plot, character, setting, language and
movement. Ac to rs  do not crea te  "ro les" . They funct ion 
instead as media  through which th e  p laywright expresses 
his ideas; they  serve as icons and images. Text is merely a 
pre text - a scenario . 9
There are two caveats  to th is pos it ion , which are addressed in the 
fo l low ing remarks. The first, concerns the  possib il i ty  of an image being a 
d iscrete entity ye t non-d iscern ib le , evad ing  co-option within a
representa tional f ram e The second, re la tes  to the va lid ity  of the term 
'image' when re fe rr ing  to something th a t  is occuren t rather than f ixed. 
The defin it ion of the word " image" - n. A r t i f ic ia l  im ita tion of the externa l 
form of an ob ject 10- sets up a l ine a r  progression from the object, 
rendered by the a rt is t  into the work w h ic h  is regarded as an image by 
the beholder. This progression, the p rocess  o f representa tion, is,
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accord ing  to Craig Owens, in an essay on W ilson 's  E inste in  on the 
Beach , attacked in M odern is t theo ry ,  which
presupposes that m imesis, the  adequat ion  of an image to a 
referent, can be b racke ted  o r  suspended, and tha t the art 
ob ject i tse lf can be subs t i tu ted  (m e taphor ica l ly )  fo r  its 
referent. 11
Such a cond it ion  p r iv i leges  the  object, which m oves to a posit ion  
o f  autonomy, and renders the b e h o ld e r  passive, unab le  even  to carry out 
an act of re-cognit ion, (wh ich w ou ld  imply that the work relied on 
e lem en ts  outs ide  of i tse lf to be known). Owens con t inues  by estab l ish ing  
pos tm odern ism  as tha t w h ich  "ne ithe r  b rackets  nor suspends the 
re fe re n t  but works instead to p rob lem atise  the a c t iv i ty  o f re fe rence" 12. 
T h e  strateg ies W ilson em ploys to d is rup t th is a c t iv i ty  are th reefo ld ; the 
coex is tence  of d if fe ren t fo rms; an adherence  to fo rm  o ve r  content; and 
res is tance  to c losure. Each o f them  are, to va ry ing  degrees, to be found 
w ith in  the opera tions of the o the rs , though the em phas is  on them 
ind iv idua l ly  sh if ts  th rough the d e v e lo p m e n t o f the d irec to r 's  work.
It is the in tention to dea l w ith  e lements  from  th ree  o f W ilson 's  
p roduc tions , exam in ing  the m an ne r  in which the  above  s trateg ies 
o pe ra te  in re lation to the ind iv id u a l  works deve lo pe d  in the period from 
1971 to 1976 13. In the fo l low ing  rem arks  the term 'n a rra t ive ' is em ployed 
w hen  referr ing to its in v i ta t io n s  toward cons truc t ion  o f  a un if ied  
m ean ing  It is not to be taken  as in te rchangeab le  w ith  the term 
'rep resen ta t ion ' that f igures  in the  final section, bu t as one of the 
m ethods  by which it fu nc t ions  A n o the r  o f these  m ethods, ' image', is 
b r ie f ly  addressed, though  only  in s o fa r  as it re la tes to na rra t ive
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T h e  t h e a t r e  o f  im a g e s  - w a t c h in g  p a in t  d r y  and  run
D eafm an G lance  was f irs t  perform ed on December 15th 1970 in 
Iowa. The fo l low ing  descr ip tion  of the piece comes from S tefan  Brecht's 
account of the  perform ance  o f February  25th, 1971 at the Brooklyn 
Academy of M us ic14. The production opens with the stage occupied only 
by an actress in an austere  V ic to r ian  dress, and a small boy (see plate 
32);
Plate 32. Robert Wilson. Prologue to Deafman Glance
The wom an turns, slowly g loves her right hand in black, 
slowly pours milk in one of the glasses, with incred ib le  
s lowness brings  it over to the boy, he takes it w ithout 
looking up, d r inks  a litt le, she waiting, she takes the  glass 
back from  him, brings it back to the table, picks up the 
knife, ve ry  s low ly  wipes it off, turns, walks, with a h in t (only) 
of p redatory  s tea lth  and power, back to the boy, leans over 
him, he is read ing  his book again, stabs him in the  chest
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(he is pay ing  no a t ten t ion ) ,  he co llapses, she guides him 
down to the  f loor w ith  h e r  left, stabs him again, again very 
de libe ra te ly , care fu lly , in the back, w ithdraws the knife, 
walks back to the tab le ,  w ipes o ff the knife again. Her 
action has been en t ire ly  unem otiona l. . .W hen  she lifts the 
kn ife  fo r  the  kill, a ta l le r, o lder boy.. .am bles onto the stage, 
stands w a tch ing  She aga in  pours milk, takes it ove r  to the 
covered f igu re  on the f loo r ,  pulls back the sheet, there is a 
sleeping Negro girl. Knee ling  on one knee, she wakes her, 
g ives her to  drink, takes  back the milk, puts it on the table, 
returns w ith  the knife, s tabs  the sleeping girl in the chest, 
guides her  down, stabs he r  in the back, rises. As she rises, 
she ex tends  her hand o v e r  her v ictim as though to keep her 
down, ban her, qu iet her. U tter s ilence in the white  light.
Except th a t  as his s is te r  (presumably) is stabbed the 
second time, the o ld e r  boy starts screaming a 
d iscont inuous, a lm ost n eu te r  scream, emotiona l ly  co lour less 
jabs  at u tte rance, not to o  loud. She has walked back to the 
table, is w ip ing  the k n ife  o f f  again in the g leam ing white  
napk in . . .S he  walks o v e r  to the s tand ing boy, passes her 
hand o v e r  his face, f i r s t  touch ing  his fo rehead, then his 
open mouth. His scream  has gotten louder as she 
approached  him. She sm others  it at its loudest. Her gesture  
is that o f reassurance. 15
The above  scene took  from  twenty m inutes to over  an hou r  to 
p e r fo rm .16 The slowness o f the action is suggested by B rech t 's  
descr ip tion  o f m inute  deta i ls  th a t would have gone unnoticed  had the  
scene been p layed  out at a fa s te r  pace, and the actress Sheryl S u tto n  
confirms that in o rder to gauge  the passage of t ime she broke the sce ne  
down into inner ce lls of co n tras t in g  speeds17. Rather than accep ting  th a t  
he works with an art if ic ia l cons truc t ion  of time, W ilson states that
Most th e a te r  deals w ith  speeded-up  time, but I use the kind 
of natura l t ime in w h ich  it takes the sun to set, a c loud to 
change, a day to daw n. I g ive you time to reflect, to
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meditate about o th e r  th ings than those happening  on the
stage. I g ive  you t im e  and space in which to th in k .18
The exam ples  that W i lso n  g ives of "natural t ime" are more likely to 
have been seen by the public in the rep resen ta t ions  arising from 
t im e-lapse pho tography ra th e r  than experienced in an unmediated state. 
In the "speeded-up  time" o f  t ime-lapse photography detail is lost and 
meaning s im p lif ied  to p ro v id e  coherency: there  is a c lear delineation 
between the experien t ia l th a t  is unstructured  and contingent on the 
c ircum stances o f  the person experienc ing  it, and the visual 
representa tion  tha t is s truc tu red  and predeterm ined. There is no such 
b ipolar re la t ionsh ip  be tw een  W ilson 's  "natural t ime" and that he ascribes 
to most theatre: both are s truc tu red , though the fo rm er is der ived from a 
generat ive  p rinc ip le  of W i ls o n 's  that the beholder has no access to, 
whils t the la tter is de r ived  from  the narrative. Rather than moving to a 
position where time e xpe r ienced  in the theatre  co rresponds to that 
outs ide of it, where  art m ig h t  be said to be life, a synthesis of the sort 
a ttempted by some H a p p e n in g s 19, W ilson  presents a notion of duration 
w ith in  a h ighly rep re sen ta t ion a l frame. That it is d iscern ib le  as such, as 
opposed to being seam less ly  in tegra ted  w ith in  the narra tive  or 
synchron ised  w ith  time e xpe r ie nce d  outs ide it - 'real t ime' - confounds 
the possib il i ty  o f  rega rd ing  art and that beyond its parameters as 
opposit iona l.
The length of the scene  is such that the beho lder is inv ited to 
d iscern the passage of t im e  outside of the tempora l d imension o f the 
stage, re ferr ing to the t im e  that she has been present rather than the 
duration dep ic ted  by the ac to rs . This much is a founda tion  of theatr ica l 
practice, enshrined  in " th e  two hours tra f f ick  of our s tage"20 that 
encom passes the  so m e w h a t longer match ing and d ispatch ing of 
Shakespea re ’s Romeo a n d  Juliet. W here  W ilson 's  work d if fers is in 
opening up a space or ca esu ra  between the narra t ive  and the time in
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which it is p layed out. There is a generat ing p rinc ip le  behind the length 
of the scene (W ilson 's) but it cannot be conta ined w ith in  the narra tive. 
The d irec to r  is a ttempting  to say someth ing w ithout th a t som eth ing  being 
reduced to narra t ive , or 'what is sa id.' Thus, the work has the qua li ty  of 
Lyo ta rd ’s even t, in which "som eth ing  happens which is not tau to log ica l 
with w ha t has happened”21.
W i ls o n ’s tit le  arose from his co llabora t ion  with Raymond Andrews, 
a young dea f mute, whose draw ings suggested a way in which the  world 
m ight appea r w ithout the media tion o f language22. Implic it  in the  length 
of the scene and its word less execution is the notion tha t there  is 
someth ing to be conveyed tha t is non-d iscurs ive , that does no t g ive 
i tse lf up to form. In d iscuss ing the sculpture o f Robert Morris, it was 
noted that the  cons ideration  of t ime with respect to the  work underm ined 
the au tonom y of the object, rendering it suscep tib le  to the 
cons ide ra t ions  of the beholder ra the r  than ex is t ing  apart from her. The 
crit ic  M ichae l Fried regards such " l i te ra lis t" work as "pa rad igm atica l ly  
th ea tr ica l"23; Rosalind Krauss succ inc t ly  states his pos it ion  thus:
W ith  regard to sculpture, the point on which the d is t inc t ion  
between i tse lf and theatre  turns is, fo r  Fried, the  concept o f 
time. It is an extended  tempora lity , a m erg ing  of the  
tem pora l experience  of scu lp tu re  with real t ime, that pushes 
the p lastic  arts into the modality  of thea tre . W hile  it is 
th rough  the concepts  of p resen tness  and
ins tan taneousness  that m odern is t pa int ing and scu lp tu re  
d e fea t thea tre  24
In the contex t of the p las t ic  arts, such a reappra isa l o f  the art 
experience, whils t  not e lim ina t ing  the phys ica l ly  loca tab le  artwork, 
neve rthe less  fac il i ta ted  the em ergence  of a p le thora  of forms - Body Art, 
C oncep tua l Art, Perform ance - that did not rely on, and even ca lled  into 
question, the  p roduction of an ob jec t as a fundam enta l  p r inc ip le  of a r t25.
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The poss ib i l i t ies  a ffo rded  the art is t no lon ge r  tied to the p roduc tion  o f a 
d iscrete  ob ject as ind icative  of the ir  status is apparen t in cons ide r ing  the 
in te rven t ions  of p ractit ioners  such as Morris, Beuys and Burden. By 
contrast, the theatre , being, in Susanne Langer 's  te rm ino logy , one of the 
'occu ren t ' arts, necessari ly  uti l is ing a tem pora l d imension, cou ld  not so 
lightly d iscove r  it anew. Langer's  unders tand ing  of the q ua li ty  of time in 
the thea tre  ties it ind issolub ly  w ith  the na rra t ive  thread;
... the  thea tre  creates a perpetual p resen t moment; b u t  it is 
on ly  a p resen t f i l led w ith  its own future that is really 
d ramatic . A sheer immediacy, an im perishable  d irect 
expe r ience  w ithout the  om inous fo rward  m o v e m e n t of 
co nsequen t ia l  action, would  not be so. As l i terature  crea tes  
a v irtua l past, drama creates a v i r tua l  fu ture  The l i terary 
mode is the  mode of Memory; the d ram atic  is the m od e  of 
Destiny. 26
In the open ing  scene o f D eafm an G lance, W i lson  d isrup ts  the 
narra t ive  th rough -l ine  by s low ing down th e  action so th a t " the  image is 
not g rasped  in con tinu ity  but is con tem p la ted  as a co n t in uo us  p resen t"27. 
His sub jec t  m atte r  is not uneven tfu l - had it been, the scene  might easily 
have s l ipped in to  a representa tion  of the mundane, the p ac ing  conveying 
its lack of s t im ula t ion  - but horrif ic. Its power is d is tanced  by the 
contem p la t ion  th a t  d iscerns not a w om an  kil l ing her ch ild ren , but a 
w om an engaged  in a num ber of ac t iv it ies ,  one o f which is infantic ide 
The lack of em otion  and v io lence  in the scene  fu rthe r h e igh te n  the sense 
of con tem p la t ion , allowing the beho lder to interpose her  own fee l ings 
conce rn ing  Su tton 's  actions rather than  be guided by a staging that 
ca lled a tten t ion  to  the bru ta lity  and inhum an ity  of the act.
Jean -F ranço is  Lyotard 's  assert ion that "bu lle ts  w o u ld  be noth ing 
w i tho u t  n a rra t ives "28 is pe r t inen t to the  reception  o f the scene, w ithout 
the fram ew ork  o f  a narra tive  in which to p lace the m urders , they remain
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und if fe rentia ted  e lem en ts  of a larger s tructure  that cannot be known in 
advance, but must be experienced. In the sense that an a p rio r i system 
of values does not m edia te  the actions on stage, they can be said to be 
presenta tional ra th e r  than representa t iona l.
The image o f Sheryl Sutton in the h igh-co lla red V ic to r ian  dress, 
with one hand w ea r ing  a b lack g love, recurs in other W ilson  w orks .29 
Standing erect in f ro n t  of a grey wall as the beholder ga ther  fo r  the 
performance, she is the most not iceab le  e lem ent on the stage, the only 
feature more ve r t ica l  than horizon ta l; the other v is ib le  characte r, the 
young boy, sits on a low stool. Su tton 's  o therw ise symmetrica l 
appearance is com prom ised  by the ung loved  hand. The second glove, 
placed on the tab le  beside her, toge ther  w ith  a napkin, a p itcher o f milk, 
two g lasses and a knife, const i tu te  s igns fo r  the d iscern ib le  actions of 
the ensuing scene. This much accords w ith  Langer's "p resent fi l led with 
its own fu tu re "30, though  such is the wea lth  of matter re la t ing to the 
subsequent action, in contrast with any th ing  occurring at the m om ent of 
f irst regard ing the scene, tha t the p resen t m ight be said to coex is t with 
its own fu tu re  The  present m om ent is fu r the r  emptied of s ign if icance 
because the b eh o lde r  does not w itness  its start, but expe riences  it as a 
pre-exist ing co nd it ion  of her env ironm ent. This serves to fo reground  the 
need to know w ha t will happen and inv i tes  potent ia l construc t ions  of the 
future moment p red ica ted  on the dorm ant e lements of the opening 
tableaux. Taken toge the r  these  e lem en ts  constitu te  an inv ita t ion  to 
regard the scene as one would  a pa in t ing  ra ther than a work of theatre
W ere  it poss ib le  to regard the scene in this manner, even w ithout 
understand ing  its import, it wou ld  be a represen ta t ion  of a paint ing, and 
as such, an im age  Because of the c ircum stances of th is image's 
immanence, it c a nn o t  have a d irect re la t ionsh ip  with the beho lde r  but 
must take into a ccoun t the terms of the thea tr ica l frame which is ev ident
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Lacking any add it iona l matter w ith in  the  stage parameters by which a set 
of re la t ions may be determ ined, the image is not so much co n ta ine d  
within the thea tr ica l  frame - an e le m e n t of the stage p icture - as 
coex is ten t with it. W here  Craig O w ens  regards "re la tions o b ta in ing  
among images" 31 - ra ther than in th em se lve s  as "iso lated signs" 32- as 
W ilson 's  under ly ing  structure, one m igh t regard re lations o b ta in ing  
among fo rm s as an a lterna t ive  means o f  addressing the work.
In app ly ing  the term, " theatre  o f  images" to W ilson 's  work, c r i t ics  
imply a com p lem en ta ry  role to those  a rt is ts  Fried regards as im bu ing  the 
object w ith  thea tr ica l i ty ;  imagistic  th e a tre  finding its obverse in th ea tr ica l  
images Even w itho u t the im p l ica t ions  of such ca tegorisat ion, both 
Robert Morris, one  of Fried's bête  no ire s , and Robert W ilson, ca ll into 
question the te rm s of the ir  primary m ode  of representation. The sc u lp to r  
does so, in S lab, fo r  example, by presenting a object d e f ic ie n t  in 
content; W ilson , in the opening  o f  Deafm an G lance, p re sen ts  a 
de f ic iency  of co n te n t  in re lation to time. By inst igat ing s tra teg ie s  of 
apprehens ion  in the beholder, S la b  could be said to gene ra te ,  in 
accordance  w ith  Langer's  defin it ion  o f  the dramatic, a present f i l led  with 
its own fu ture , w h i ls t  W ilson ’s "na tu ra l  time" in the opening sc e n e  of 
D eafm an G lance  evokes the "p resen tness  and ins tan taneousness"33 that 
Fried regards as d is t ingu ish ing  pa in t ing  and sculpture from th ea tre .  If 
one accepts  th a t  the terms o f a n o th e r  mode of rep resen ta t ion  may 
opera te  in W ilso n 's  work, then one m igh t usefu lly enquire as to its s ta tus  
- does it usurp  the theatr ica l f ra m e ?  does it coex is t in an in fe r io r  
pos it ion?  and does  the m ult ip l ic ity  o f  representa tiona l modes d is ru p t  the 
rep resen ta t iona l ab il ity  o f the work?
Stefan  B rech t observes  the in te rdependency of rep resen ta t iona l 
modes in his open ing  remarks on the  work 's  form
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Indubitab ly, [D e a fm an  G lance] is a co l lage  of Images: 
though there are severa l ways in w h ich  it is other th ings 
also, i.e., not ju s t  that. It seems both imagery and 
performance: bu t performers c rea t ing  images, i.e.,
performance only supp lem en ta l ly .34
Here, primacy is g iv e n  to images, which , th rough the agency of 
the performers, canno t be d is t ingu ished from  their  creation, or, 
(recognis ing that they m u s t  give way to the  succeeding  image) the ir  
d issolution. The device o f  slowing down the e ven ts  of the opening scene 
can be regarded as the m eans  by which the tw o  m odes of representa tion  
can coexist, a llowing the  beholder to move free ly  between regarding the 
work as a sequence o f  static images or as an ongoing performance. 
Wilson h ighlights the d isp a r i ty  between the two w ith  the exam ple  o f a 
s low-motion fi lm of a m o th e r  moving to em brace  her child which c learly 
shows the in fant's  app rehens ion  at the m other 's  lunge which then is 
transform ed into a d isp lay  of a ffection as its fe a rs  subs ide .35
W hils t the o p e n ing  of Deafm an G lance  is austere, focus ing  
entirely on a single e v e n t  that is p layed out w ith  the m inimum of v isua l 
incident, it g ives rise to  a multitude of e ven ts  occurr ing  s imu ltaneously . 
A fte r  a twenty m inu te  entr 'acte be tw een  the  pro logue and the 
announcement of the beg inn ing  of the play, the curta in  rises on a stage 
populated with se em in g ly  incongruous e lem en ts  (see fig. 9 and p late 
33). As the scene p rogresses  it is e v id en t  tha t the space is not 
continuous, but d iv ided  into zones, each o f w h ich  remains independen t 
of the others It is co m m on  for a staging to d raw  on the oppos it ions of 
the space to depict s im u ltaneous  scenes, e g. downstage left aga ins t 
upstage right, and th e n  to use lighting and scenery to separate  the 
concurrent events. Th is  device does not unde rm ine  the rep resen ta t iona l 
s tructure but ra ther re in fo rces  it by making a pp a ren t  a structure that can 
contain both space and  time w ith in  it, ra the r  than  be subject to the f ix i ty
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f ig .9 s tage  plan for D eafm an G lance  Act 1
o f an unm edia ted  p resent. In d iscuss ing  Bocc ion i ’s scu lp ture , that 
app rox im a tes  the C ub is t pa in t ing  by p resen t ing  side and back v iew s  of 
the  object w ith in  its fron ta l aspect, Rosalind Krauss  ind icates how such a 
fo rm a l departu re  from  the m imetic  serves to enhance  the au tonom y of 
th e  object:
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Plate 33. Act I Deafm an G lance
One v iew  o f the object is presented a s  the sum of all 
possible v iews, each one is understood to  be a part of a 
continuous c ircum navigat ion  of the o b je c t  spread out 
through space and time, but unified and contro l led  by the 
special kind o f information which the t ran spa ren cy  of the 
object makes clear to the viewer. In th is  single v iew, the 
experience o f time and space is both summarised and 
transcended. 36
Wilson 's mult i- focused staging, ra ther th a n  amplify  the formal 
terms by which the narra tive  operates, m o ve s  toward a cond it ion  in 
which it might be d if f icu lt  to d ist inguish an e nco m pass ing  set of terms. 
His adherence to the  fron ta lity  of the p ro scen ium  stage and continua l 
acknow ledgem ent o f the techn iques of n ine teen th -cen tu ry  stage 
i l lu s ion37 bound the time and space in which h is  work occurs but w ithou t 
provid ing a un ify ing  e lement from which they a re  determined. Each of 
the zones or bands relies on the largely hor izon ta l m ovement of
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p erfo rm ers  and propert ies to m a in ta in  identity. This fa vou rs ,  or m ight be 
regarded  as a consequence o f ,  W ilson 's  work ing from tw o-d im ens iona l 
ske tches; perspective  remains cons tan t and the a llus ion  to  the f la t f ie ld 
o f  pa in t ing  can be m ainta ined. Because all of these a reas  excepting the 
fo re s ta ge  (which is centra l ly  s ited) run the full w id th  o f the stage, 
o ccu rrences  fu rther upstage h a v e  to be seen th rough the  spaces arising 
in the downstage zones. S te fa n  B rech t’s descr ip t ion  of the piece 
th ro u g h o u t  th is section c learly  conveys  the sense of a rov ing  eye having 
to  make choices as to what to a t tend  to: 38
13. As the builders [o f  th e  bins] get on with th e ir  chores, 
som eth ing  like a Red Indian w ith  a tom ahaw k on the 
warpath , dev i l ish - funny  in red, with a long red tra in , by no 
m eans consistent, s ta lks  onto  the scene, fu r t ive ly  m oving  in 
the  d irection o f the boy, as though in tending him harm, but 
veer ing  o ff to leave, som ew he re  beh ind  him, ha rm less  as a 
f igu re  of the im ag ina t ion , a boy's imaginat ion.
14. Smoke has begun to  whir l o f f  the hut, it seem s to be 
afire , we see red re f lec ts  th rough its large chapel w indow.
15. The fo rest is still, th e  fo rest no ises continue . W e  more 
or less know the m ag ic ian  is in there, g limpse him o ccas ion ­
a lly  between the sap l ing  tree  trunks. 39
The  banding o f the s tage  den ies a h ie rachy of importance 
p red ica ted  on prox im ity  to th e  beholder; if anyth ing, th e  non-part icu la r, 
ongo ing  activ ity  occurs to w a rd  the fron t of the set as the workers 
co ns truc t  the boxes, the g ue s ts  are served at the tab le  and the boy from 
the  p ro logue f ishes in the r iv e r  while  fu r the r  o ff m om en ta ry  occurrences 
take  place. In a w ork  such as The Perform ance G roup 's  M akbeth  40, 
w h ich  w as  played in num erous  spaces on d if fe ren t le ve ls  th roughou t the 
per fo rm ing  env ironment, the beho lder, by changing  her van tage  point or
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looking in a d if fe ren t d irection could determ ine what to attend to by 
excluding com peting  occurrences not in the direction she was facing. 
The f ron ta l i ty  of Deafm an G lance  precludes such a partial, 
se lf -de te rm ined  experience, o ffe r ing  instead a to ta lity  that resists 
a ttempts to  determ ine how it m ight be regarded as such. The 
surround ing  e lements of Env ironm ents  are compressed into a space 
directly in f ro n t  of the beholder, denying her the abil ity to segregate the 
work by a lte r ing  her f ie ld of v is ion, having instead to a ttempt the 
imposition o f  a structure that will relate seemingly d isparate  elements 
that occupy the same space. The work frustra tes the linear evolut ion of 
a narra t ive  as the passage o f time, ra ther than e luc idating what has 
gone be fo re  only a llows for the in troduction of fu rthe r heterogenous 
materia l to be placed before the beholder. The magician carr ies out a 
wake fo r  the  two dead children of the prologue, the single point of 
continu ity  between the present moment and what has gone before, yet 
he is seen only in term itten tly  through the trees. The importance 
accorded the  killing in the pro logue can be regarded as a product of 
assoc ia t ing  the cons iderab le  degree of t ime assigned to it as ind icative  
of its im port  jus t  as its subsequent periphera l status is predicated on its 
con tinua tion  in a less v is ib le  space.
Both space and time are regarded as constituen ts  of the 
per fo rm ance  w ithout being sub jugated  by a contro ll ing  narrative. In 
addit ion, W ilson 's  adherence to theatr ica l form fu rthe r weakens the 
narra t ive 's  claim to authority  o ve r  its c ircumstances. The u tilisation o f  
formal e lem ents  of s taging - announc ing  the title of the play, employing 
a slow f ina l curta in  - look toward an understand ing  of the work as a play 
within a p la y "1 , a lthough there  are several problems arising from the  
imposit ion  o f  such a m etanarra tive. The actor announcing  D eafm an  
G lance  does  so over an hour a f te r  the perform ance has begun and the  
slow cu rta in  cannot help but be regarded in the context of W ilson 's
page 232
"natural t ime", yet these dem arca t ions  are more concrete  than  anyth ing 
that m ight bound the per fo rm ance  w ith in  which they are conta ined. 
W h ils t there  are these re fe rences  to an in ter io r play, they are in fact the 
co llapsed terms of the su rround ing  structure, that, unable to func t ion  as 
a point o f c losure around a na rra t ive , is sucked into the w ork  i tse lf  in the 
process o f trying to de te rm ine  meaning. W here o ther stage w orks  might 
invoke a "willing suspension  o f  d isbe l ie f"42, they do so in o rder  to  impose 
be lie f in an a lternate, ho l is t ic  construct ion  of the world  w ho se  spatial 
and tempora l co-o rd ina tes  are determ ined by the narra t ive .  Wilson 
descr ibes the re lat ionship  be tw een  t im e  and space thus;
T ime is space, and t im e  can't ex is t w ithou t space. T he re 's  
a lways a balance be tw een  time and space; a certa in  tens ion  
exis ts  between th ese  two realit ies. Space fo r  me is a 
hor izonta l line, som eth ing  th a t is here, and t im e is 
something that is v e r t ic a l . . .a n d  when they cross at the 
centre h e re , it's cosm ic .  And th is  awareness of th is  cross 
can be more tense, less  tense  and tha t e ffects, u lt im a te ly  
e ither time or space, depend ing  on the tension be tw een  the 
two forces. 43
Employing his ana logy , D eafm an G lance  would seem to operate  
by d ive rg ing  from a u n i ta ry  f igure w ith in  which time and space are 
subsumed (the cross) and ins tead  m an ipu la t ing  the ir  po int o f in te rsec t ion  
such tha t they are two d is t in c t  en t i t ies  (lines) that necessa r i ly  must 
intersect, but at any n um be r  of poss ib le  points. The point at wh ich  they 
d isso lve  into the single s truc tu re  cou ld  be regarded as the em ergence  of 
narra t ive  as a d is t inct e n t i ty ,  p rov id ing  a generat ive  p r inc ip le  fo r two 
o therw ise  unbounded d im ens ions . By a lterna ting  the  point of 
in tersection, narra tive  s truc tu r ing  o f  time and space is no t thereby 
rendered  antithet ica l, but ca n  be regarded as one of co un t less  ways of 
dea ling with the two enti t ies .
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S p e a k i n g  in t o n g u e s
A L e tte r fo r  Q ueen V ictoria  was f irs t  performed on June 15, 
1974.44 Unlike D ea fm an  Glance, the work has a considerab le  am ount of 
d ia logue, adding fu r the r  matter to be accom modated  within the 
discourse. Drama p r iv i leges  the text as th a t e lement of perform ance 
which su rv ives from  one production to the next, such that comparisons 
between productions  are p redicated on the employm ent of the same 
d ia logue as opposed  to  sim ilar design or s ty le  o f acting, fo r exam p le .45 
By fa i l ing to com m en t on, or i l lum inate  w ha t is occurring during the 
performance, W ilso n 's  text does not succeed in occupying a p riv i leged 
position in the work. There  are points of com parison  with Hugo Ball's 
"sound poem s"46 and the spatial a rrangem en t of concretis t p oe try47, 
though these mark a d isp lacem ent of the  l inguistic by the v isua l; 
W ilson 's  em p loym en t o f  words is more akin to Allan Kaprow's descr ip tion 
of the ir  usage in Happen ings ;
A play assum es words to be the a lm ost abso lu te  medium. A 
Happening will f requen t ly  have words, but they may or may 
not make l i te ra l sense. If they do, th e ir  sense is not part of 
the fabr ic  o f "sense" which o the r non-verbal e lements 
(noise, v isua l s tu ff,  actions, etc.) convey . Hence, they have 
a brief, e m e rg en t  and sometimes de tached  quality. If they 
do not m ake "sense", then they are heard as the sound o f 
words ins tead  o f  the meaning conveyed  by them. 48
Not only does the text fail to unite the  d isparate  e lements of the 
production, but it a lso  has a very weak in terna l cohesion, suggesting  
thematic  l inks and then  d isrupting them. W ilson  referred to the speeches 
in the p roduction  as "supported  d ia logue - the  lines should be de l ivered  
the way I heard them , as something secondary  while doing someth ing
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e lse "49. An exchange at the beg inn ing  of Act 1, Section 1 is ind ica t ive  of 
the  d ia logue  that occurs th roughou t;
1 SHE BROKE HER NECK
2 THAT'S NOT WHAT I DID
1 OH YOU WERE
2 THANK YOU
1 YEAH WELL THAT STUFF
2 WERE THEY WERE THEY A...YEAH I KNOW
1 HAVE YOU BEEN HERE BEFORE?
2 NO, THIS IS THE FIRST TIME ..OK, THANK YOU VERY MUCH
1 HAVE YOU BEEN HERE BEFORE?
2 NO, THIS IS THE FIRST TIME . OK, THANK YOU VERY MUCH
1 NO, GRACE, YOU NEVER HAVE TOLD ME ABOUT IT BUT SOMEDAY 
YOU MUST
2 NO, I HAVE NEVER HANDLED A PROBATE CASE, I'VE TOLD YOU 
THAT
1 THANK YOU GRACE I MEAN YOU'RE NOT A COOK...YOU
2 I MEAN I COME HOME FROM WORK AND EXPECT A MEAL ON THE 
TABLE I MEAN A MAN IS A WOMAN 50
W hils t a reading of the  above text could fashion som e sem blance 
of m eaning and de l ineate  the  narra tive  posts of sender, a dd re ssee  and 
m essage, the two p er fo rm ers  (Sheryl Sutton and C indy Lubar) d is rup t 
the meaning by conducting  an unspoken d ia logue with th e ir  m ovem ents  
that bears no re lation to the spoken text. The ind iv idua l speech  acts  are 
com prehens ib le  in iso la tion bu t lack a common context. A t ten t ion  sh ifts 
from  fo llow ing a narra tive  con ta ined  w ith in  the d ia logue, to  es tab l ish ing  
the c ircum stances in w hich  it might take place. W here  the t ime and 
space might usua lly  be in fe rred  from the speech, here th e  beho lde r  is 
inv ited  to compensate  fo r th e  lack of any such identif ie rs by  app ly ing  her 
own. The u tterances are conve rsa t iona l (as opposed to d ec lam a to ry )  and 
suggest an e ffo rt  at com m un ica t ion , though in re jec t ing  d iscu rs ive
page 235
reason, the speakers  have  d if f icu lty  in f ind ing a p o in t  of common 
ground. Though the above  ex trac t conta ins several s ign i f ie rs  - I, here, 
this, Grace - th ey  are w i tho u t  co rresponding  s ign if ieds. This condit ion 
underm ines the se lf - leg i t im a t ing  func t ion  of narratives, w h ich , as Lyotard 
notes "def ine w h a t  has the  r ight to be said and done", the ir  leg it imacy 
arising from the s imple fa c t  that they do what they do. 51
Elements o f speeches recur th roughou t the fo u r -a c t  work, fu rthe r 
lessening the te x t 's  ab i l i ty  to s tand as a narrative: w he re  the d iv is ion  of 
lines between th e  cast im p inges on the spatia l f ix ity  o f the  d ia logue, so 
its repetit ion thw arts  a t tem p ts  to assign it a temporal d im ension . In the 
above excerpt, the exchange  that begins with the ques t ion  "Have you 
been here be fo re? " inv i tes  the beho lder to position it as 'the firs t time'. 
The repetit ion  of the exchange  underm ines this pos it ion ing  - the 
repetit ion ca nno t be 'the  f irs t  t ime' - and calls into ques t ion  the va lid ity  
of the firs t occurrence  - if it has been repeated once th en  it may a lready 
have been end less ly  repea ted  in a text to which the  beho lde r  has no 
access. Larger port ions  of tex t  are repeated in a h igh ly  s tructured 
fashion so that, fo r exam ple , some hundred lines in A c t  1, Section 1 are 
reproduced in Act 1, Sect ion  2 and Act 1, Section 3. The beholder 's  
fam il iar ity  w ith  certa in  port ions o f the tex t on the second and third 
hearings may prom pt he r  to identify  the speeches as ind iv is ib le  e lements 
rather than fo l lo w  the ir  meaning, trans fo rm ing  the te x t  from  a system of 
l inguistic s igns th rough  which the ob ject may speak, into the object 
itself. This p rocess  is a ided by a lterna t ion  of the phys ica l re la t ionship  
between the tw o  per fo rm ers  which marks a p rogress ion  of the v isual 
score, wh ils t  th e  text rem ains  constant. The notion o f  te x t  as other than 
s ign if ie r is a lso  ev id en t  in the p roduction 's  show cu rta in  and the large 
backdrop in A c t  3, both  o f which cons is t of a design com posed  of letters, 
in the la tter ins tance  a sym metr ica l a rrangem ent o f th e  words "chitter" 
and "chatter". At the open ing  of Act 3, all the cast rec i te  the words so 
that they a re  g iven  on auditory, semantic  and  v isua l levels
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simultaneously. The  written text cou ld  be regarded as "supported" by 
v irtue of the o rder l iness  of the w ords ' presenta tion, which em phasises 
the mannered na tu re  of conversa t ion , and the onom atopoeic  qua li ty  of 
the ir  spoken fo rm .
By t rea t ing  text as both aud ib le  noise and visual image in addition 
to its l inguis t ic  func t ion , W ilson looks toward  bring ing Lyotard 's  f igural to 
v is ib il ity . In In trod uc in g  Lyo ta rd  52, Bill Readings cites Lyotard 's 
d is t inction be tw een  d iscourse (the grid  within which terms are p laced in 
opposit iona l pos it ions  so that they  may be represented) and its 
unspeakable  o the r, figure  (which w orks  within and aga inst d iscourse, 
opening its oppos it ions  to "a radica l he te rogene ity  or s ingu la r i ty " 53), with 
reference to th e  identify ing of a le t te r  on a page;
The le t te r  s ign ifies by v ir tue  o f its opposit ion  to the rest of 
the sys tem  from which it com es. On the other hand, in the 
p lastic space of v is ion, the l ine  wanders, d if fe ren tly . And 
the two spaces cannot be f ina l ly  separated; the p las t ic  
func t ion  o f  the line works f ig u ra l ly  even in the most p rosa ic  
page o f  text. To read the le t te r  as line, as is a lw ays 
poss ib le , is to render the graph ic  letter 's t ran spa ren t 
func t ion  as s ign if ie r o p a q u e . . .reading the line in the le t te r  
evokes an unrecogn isab le  ac t iv ity ,  a seeing devo id  o f  any 
m ean ing , underly ing the c la im  to dec ipher the le t te r  as 
recogn isab le  meaning. 54
It is th is  "seeing devo id  o f meaning", in the sense th a t it evades 
co-option w i th in  the system of d iscourse , that is evoked by the  trea tm ent 
of text in Q u ee n  V ictoria . The fa i lu re  to derive meaning from  the  pattern 
of words on the  back drop arises from  the "b locking to g e th e r  of the 
v is ib le  and th e  textual by hold ing both  e lements in the same space in a 
kind of supe rim pos it ion  w ithout p r iv i lege",55 the beholder d iscerns not 
meaning, bu t meanings. The p lu ra l i ty  of s ign if ication does not resolve
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i tse lf with the m erg ing  o f the incom m ensurab le  e lements  but ra ther 
d isrupts the d iscourse  by adm itt ing  into it e lements  tha t can be 
d is t ingu ished from  one ano the r  but cannot be re lated in terms of 
opposit ion . Because the meaning is not g iven , the w ork  inv ites  a 
reappra isa l of d iscourse , quest ion ing  its ab i l i ty  to represent, or, more 
part icu larly , the l im its  to what it can bring to representa tion . This 
underm ines the s ta tus of d iscourse  as a "g rand  narra t ive " ,56 and, by 
inference, puts in to  doubt the va lid ity  of all grand narra t ives . The 
beholder can no longe r  s ituate  herself as the oppos it iona l "o ther" o f that 
which is rep resen ted . She cannot p lace herse lf  tem pora lly  (as not o f the 
represented  t ime) nor spatia lly  (as no t o f the space o f the 
represen ta t ion ) because  ne ither the space nor t im e of the representa t ion  
are loca tab le  w i tho u t  recourse firs t to the beho lder. This inc lus ion  o f the 
beholder w ith in  the terms o f the rep resen ta t ion 's  im m anence  is 
exam ined below  w ith  re fe rence to C h r is top h e r  Know les ' ex tended 
monologue.
The only po in t in Q ueen V ictoria  w hen  there is a degree  of 
continu ity  in the sub jec t m atter  of the tex t occu rs  in Act 1, Section 4. An 
ac tor recites 'The Sundance  Kid', Chris topher Know les ' poem  insp ired  by 
the fi lm c h a rac te r .57 W here  the o ther speeches move to a point at which 
they declare  the ir  func t ion  w ithout engaging in coheren t d iscourse , here 
there  are no d is rup t ions  to the d iscurs ive  reason ing  o f the text. In 
D eafm an G lance, the unitary action of the ope n ing  scene, in con tras t  to 
the s im u ltaneous occurrence of seem ing ly  d ispara te  ac t iv it ies  that 
fo l lows, is rende red  prob lem atic  by c rea t ing  a space between the 
narra t ive  and the  time it occupies. Know les ' recital in Q ueen V ictoria  
marks a lull in the  verba l exchanges that em ana te  from  the perform ers 
w ithout any d isce rn ib le  logic. W h ils t it lacks  the unita ry  focus  of 
D eafm an G lance 's  pro logue, it is p layed in f ro n t  o f a d iv id ing  grid o f bars 
that part ia l ly  masks Sutton and Lubar and the  two dancers  who spin at
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va ry ing  speeds th ro ug h ou t  a lmost the entire p roduc tion  (plate 34). The 
ac to r reads the te x t  from  an i l luminated chair  th a t  faces toward stage 
left. Another ac to r  in an identica l chair sits opposite him, whils t  
C hr is tophe r  Know les supports  h imself on a stationary bicycle, 
back-peda ll ing , aga ins t the speaking actor 's cha ir .  The com para t ive  
s t i l lness  of both scenes a llow  the beholder to rega rd  key e lements from  
the p roductions ( the  separa tion  of t ime and n a rra t ive  and the str ipp ing o f 
m ean ing  from the  text respective ly) to be h e ld  up fo r exam ination . 
Furtherm ore, both  scenes fo reground the p e rcep tua l insights a ffo rded  
the d if fe ren t ly -ab led  Raym ond Andrews and C h r is top h e r  Knowles.
The Sundance  Kid is approx imate ly  one hundred  lines in length. 
The opening line, "The Sundance Kid is B e a u t i fu l ” , not only p rovides the  
co n te x t  for those tha t fo l low , but the majority o f th e  words. A lthough it is 
fasc ina t ing  in its own r ight as an ins ight into the m entat ion of an autis t ic , 
its v a lu e  within the  con tex t of Q ueen V ictoria  a r ises  from its quest ion ing  
of d iscu rs ive  reason ing  that is e lsewhere ass iduous ly  avo ided Rather 
than  expand on the open ing  line, Knowles p lays  it back and fo rth , 
chang ing  tense and emphasis, e laborating on d i f fe re n t  e lements;
THE SUNDANCE KID WAS BEAUTIFUL
YEAH IT WAS BEAUTIFUL
THE
BEAUTIFUL BEAUTIFUL
THE SUNDANCE KID COULD DANCE AROUND
SO THE SUNDANCE KID WAS BEAUTIFUL
YEAH
DANCE DANCED
THE SUNDANCE KID WAS BEAUTIFUL 58
Through the  m an ipu la t ions  of the p h rase  its d iscurs ive m eaning 
becom es inc identa l.  The words are emptied of s ign if ication th rough
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Plate 34. Act I Section 4, A Letter for Queen Victoria
repe t i t ion ,  decons truc t ion  and a d isregard fo r  comprehens ib le  phrasing. 
As w i th  the opening  of D eafm an G lance, save  fo r its extens ion  over t ime, 
it w o u ld  be unp rob lem atic . This extens ion , however, both in troduces the  
p o lysem y  d iscussed abo ve  (in this ins tance, the poem inv ites  
com p re he ns io n  as d iscourse , sound, and as structure) and im p lica tes 
the beho lde r  in its work ings. The beho lder canno t merely choose the  
m os t appropr ia te  mode o f representa tion  w ithou t marginalis ing some 
e le m e n ts  of the speech. W hereas in poetry, the d iscu rs ive  often a l lows 
the aud ib le  to surface (in a ll i te ra tion, d issonance , onomatopoeia ), the  
p r im acy  of the l ingu is t ic  mode is rarely quest ioned , but ra ther d raws 
s tre n g th  from its ab il ity  to  encompass "a m om enta ry  terror of uncerta in  
s ig n s "59. In The S undance  Kid section, Know les ' poem continues an 
a m b iva len ce  toward the  tex t ’s status that beg ins as the w o rk  
com m ences ; there  is no reason to suggest that Knowles is o ffe ring  the
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beholder a period of coherency, re-estab lish ing d iscu rs ive  reason as the 
mode of textual rep resen ta t ion .60 Thus, the beho lde r is inv ited  to regard 
any way of seeing as a (se lf-consc ious) w ay  ra ther than the  
(subconsc ious) way. D evo id  of s ign if ican t form, the 
words/no ises /pa tte rns  em ana t ing  from the actor m ust be situated with 
respect to the beholder ( ra th e r  than the beho lde r  site herse lf  as the 
represen ta t ion 's  "other"). The speech does not look outs ide  of the 
c ircum stances in which the beh o lde r  is to be found ; it is insu ff ic ien tly  
f ixed to look beyond the c ircum stances of its occurrence The 
re la t ionsh ip  between what is occurr ing  on stage and  those regarding it is 
p red ica ted  not on polarisat ion b u t  a comparab le  s ta te  of mind, though a 
d if fe rence  in activity.
W here mainstream th e a tre  empowers the p er fo rm er and director, 
dem anding  that they make dec is ions  concern ing the  nature  o f the work, 
but require the beholder to rega rd  it as it was in tended  to be, W ilson 's  
p roductions invite far g re a te r  decis ion-making on the part of the 
beholder. In preparing his a c to rs  for a production, W ilson  would seem to 
e lim ina te  the e lement of express ion ;
W ha t will happen as yo u  repeat the p iece  is tha t it will 
become mechanical. N o t until it becomes m echan ica l will 
you be free to create, to beat the machine 61
Wilson a ttempts to a vo id  a determ in is t ic  thea tre  th a t succeeds in 
i l lum inating  the skills of the actor, as rep resen ta t ive  o f  type, at the 
expense of the characters o f ind iv idua ls . W ilson 's  company, The Byrd 
Hoffman School of Byrds62, w ith  whom he worked up unti l The $ Value o f 
Man  63 in 1975, was comprised  a lmost entire ly o f non-acto rs . One of the 
exceptions, Sheryl Sutton, descr ibes the cond it ion  in which she 
appeared in W ilson ’s works as "being so com fo r tab le  that you don't feel 
the necessity  to express you rse lf" .64 She regards the lack of
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com m un ica t ion  with the aud ience th ro u g h  channe lled  express ion  as a 
d is t ingu ish ing  fea ture  of W ilson 's  thea tre :
Unlike most experim enta l thea tre , there 's  no in terac t ion. We 
o f the s tage are doing som eth ing  for you the aud ience  and 
you have  to watch - or you d on 't  have to watch. Tha t 's  the 
m ajor d if fe rence, there 's  this poss ib i l i ty  o f choice and th a t ’s 
un ique to Bob W ilson 's  theatre. Because  the actors promote 
them se lves  in most kinds of th ea tre ,  the aud ience  is obliged 
to  watch  65.
Shery l Sutton suggests that n o t  only are the aud ience not 
ob l iga ted  to watch, the perform ers are best adapted  to the work when it 
is no t the ir  central focus, echo ing  Brecht's  com m ent concern ing 
supp lem enta l performance;
... the more th ings you have to perform  the eas ie r  it is to 
func t ion  and still have this in n e r  sc reen .. .O f course  you 
need to be present in a very  s t ron g  way but what I th ink  Bob 
really needs is people  who a re  dream ing when they  are 
perfo rm ing  the actions and w o rd s  he has g iven  them. 66
In th is  respect, there  is an equ iva lence  be tw een  actor and 
beho lde r in th a t neither o f them are requ ired  to enter into the ob liga tions 
of th e ir  a p rio r i roles. The beholder is em pow ered  to look o r not look, or, 
more s ign if ican t ly , sh ift ing the terms by  which she meets the occurrence, 
not ju s t  looking, but experienc ing  the  w ork  by p lac ing herse lf  in relation 
to it. This d if fe rs  from the expe r ien t ia l  nature of con tem poraneous  work 
to be found  not only in e nv iro n m e n ta l  p roductions , such as the 
a fo rem ent ioned  M akbeth, but a lso in Robert Morris ' grey polyhedrons '^  
and, to some degree, various H appe n in gs ,68 because the beholder 's  
p lacem ent w ith  respect to the w o rk  is entire ly  m enta l ra ther than 
phys ica l The terms of the beho lde r 's  engagem ent w ith  Q ueen V ictoria
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are predeterm ined; she is not empowered to regard it from a d if ferent 
perspective  and must there fo re  cons ider what is before  her as
constitu t ing  the work 's tota lity. A llan Kaprow's 18 H appen ings  in 6 
P arts69 does not a fford  any part ic ipant a complete knowledge o f the work 
because its va r ious  com ponen ts  occur s imultaneously in d if feren t 
spaces, whereas Morris' po lyhedrons cannot be known in th e ir  tota lity 
because no one vantage  point p rov ides a complete v iew  of them. In both 
these ins tances the work d isrup ts  c losure by show ing  the
beho lde r 's /pa r t ic ipan t ’s posit ion  (and thereby her experience  of the
work) to be arb itrary  and as a consequence to be taken  into
cons ideration  in determ in ing  the nature of the work. W ilson  does not 
require the beho lder to construc t the work from her m ovem ent through 
or around it bu t instead prov ides  every th ing  within her d irec t  line of 
v is ion. While  th is  may seem to p rov ide  fert i le  ground fo r es tab l ish ing  the 
posts of na rra t ive  - sender, addressee, re ferent - the d is rup t ion  of the 
narra tive  s tructure  is such tha t sender and referent canno t be 
delineated.
Just as the  formal s tructure  o f D eafm an G lance  co llapsed  into the 
performance, so too do the iden t it ies  and intentions o f the perform ers as 
the narra t ive  seeks to find  a f ixed  point from which to es tab l ish  itself. In 
such c ircum stances, the addressee 's  task - and the terms of 
engagem ent w ith  the perfo rm ance  leave  no doubt that the  beholder 
remain the addressee ra ther than act ive ly  transmit her own contr ibu tion  
to the work w ou ld  seem to be to approach the work consc ious  of the 
confla t ion  of sender and referent. Such a condit ion calls a t ten t ion  to the 
d is t inc t ion  between the reception  and in terpretation of phenomena 
W ilson acknow ledges as much by d iscussing the two processes in terms 
of ex te r io r  and in ter io r screens that process conscious percep tion  and 
the unm ed ia ted  subconsc ious  acknow ledgem ent of phenomena 
respective ly ;
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In the course  of W ilson 's  th ink ing  about the nature  of 
[Raymond] Andrew 's  percep tions , it occurred  to him that 
everyone  sees and hears on two d if fe ren t levels. On the 
one hand, we experience  sensa tions  of the world around us 
on w ha t he ca lls  an "ex te r io r  screen". This is the basis fo r 
most o f our v isua l and aud ia l im press ions  of the people and 
s ituat ions we encounter. On the  o ther hand, we also see 
and hear on an " in te r io r  screen"; but we usually are not 
aware o f it, except, fo r ins tance, when we are asleep and 
dreaming. But W ilson m ain ta ins that the interior screens are 
opera t ing  all the time, even when we are only paying 
a tten t ion  to the  ex te r io r  screens. 70
There is a degree  of conco rdance  between W ilson 's  in te r io r  
screen and Lyo ta rd 's  notion o f the e ve n t in tha t they both acknow ledge  
the part icu la ri ty  of narra tive . The e x te r io r  screen records what hap pe ns  
as a unitary whole, crea ting  a narra t ive  out o f a larger body of m ater ia l,  
much of which is d iscarded, whils t  the  in te r io r  screen, perhaps lack ing  
the ordering charac te r is t ics  of its coun terpart,  can only record the 
occurrence tak ing p lace, the fact tha t it happens rather than what i t  is 
that takes place; Lyotard 's  e ven t is s im ilar ly  d is t inc t from the 
occurrence .71 The in te r io r  screen and the e ven t cannot be pos ited  as 
simply the und if fe ren t ia ted  mass of phenom ena  that narra tive  em e rg es  
from th rough a p rocess of se lec t ive  subtract ion, because items are 
extracted  from  the unm ed ia ted  to ta li ty  by fo rg ing  links with what a lrea d y  
pers is ts  in the beho lder 's  mind.
This process is both the m ost usefu l and u lt imate ly  l im it ing  
charac te r is t ic  of na rra t ive  in that it calls upon a lex icon of shared  
assum ptions to enhance  the th roughpu t of in formation . The beho lde r 's  
seem ing ly innocuous  record ing o f "w ha t happens" not only requ ires  a 
complic ity  in these  shared  assum ptions , but a lso necess ita tes that th ey  
persist as t ranspa ren t,  se lf -ev iden t truths. Narra tive  is res is tant to m o ve s
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that seek to evade it, co-opting them by estab l ish ing  the ir  opposit iona l 
status to a p re -ex is t ing  condit ion, as in "anti-art". Rather than attempt 
such moves, Wilson im m erses his production  in objects and images that 
call upon this co l lec t ive  lexicon, d isrupting the fo rm ation  of narra tive  by 
the ir  jux tapos it ion  and  their density , which is accentua ted  by the 
non-h ierarchica l use o f  space, d iscussed above. This density  is not 
primarily a physical co nd it ion  - W ilson  frequen tly  errs toward a re la t ive ly  
sparse stage - but th e  consequence of the few e lements of the set 
pro jecting confl ic t ing  m ean ings ra ther than a single in terpre ta tion.
In the first in te rcha ng e  between Sheryl Sutton and Cindy Lubar, a 
fish tank sits dow ns tag e  right, and they are accom panied  by a solo 
violin, whils t the two dancers  spin on the fo restage. Lubar has a white 
cloth draped on her sh o u ld e r  that reaches to the ground some e igh t feet
Plate 35. C ind y  Lubar, A c t 1 A L e tte r fo r  Q ueen V ictoria
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A HAP HAT HAP AAAAAAAAAAAAO CONFORMING 0
AO HATH HIP HA AAAAOAOAOA VCONFORMIN OK
OAOA HAT HIP HAP AAAOAOAOA VECONFORMI AO KO
XXXXX HATH HAP HA AAOAOAO VERCONFORM LAOKOK
AOAOAOA HIP HIT HATH AOAOA VERYCONFOR LLAOKOKO
XXXXXXXXX HATH HAP HI OAO VERYVCONFO ELLAOKOKOK
XXXXXXXXXXX HAP HI HATH AO VERYVECONF WELLAOKOKOK
OAOAOAOAOAOAO HI HI HAP HA 0 VERYVERCON AWELLAOKOKOKO
fig 10 Backdrop for A Letter for Queen Victoria
behind her, her body fo rm ing  the upr igh t o f a r igh t-ang led  tr iang le  (p la te  
35). Sutton stands app rox im ate ly  two fee t above  the stage floor, her 
p la tfo rm  covered  by a black cape tha t reaches from her neck to the 
ground, aga in  fo rm ing  a tr iangle , though  resem bling  an e longated  
pyramid in shape. These e lements, com b ined  w ith  the d is jo in ted  text and 
accom pany ing  contrad ic to ry  ges tu res  d iscussed  above do not lend 
them se lves  to a unif ied  in terpre ta t ion, requ ir ing  instead that the in terp lay 
between d ispara te  entit ies  be cons ide red  ra the r  than the ir  va lue  as 
s ign if iers. This favou rs  the cond it ion  of the  event, reg is te r ing  a 
d is e q u i l ib r iu m  pred ica ted  on the res is tance  of the  d is t inct e lem ents  as 
opposed to a cons ide ra t ion  of the e lem en ts  them selves .
The res is tance o f e lem ents  m an ifes ts  i tse lf  in a concern  with 
structure, a lluded to by many c r i t ics ,72 that th rea tens  to re in troduce  
narra t ive  In Q ueen V ictoria , a centra l motif  th a t  arises from  a sh if t  in 
a ttent ion  from ind iv idua l e lements  to the ir  re la t ionsh ip  is the enve lope  
tha t is apparen t in the tr iangu la r  images, the p lacem ent of ob jects  and 
the pattern ing  of words on the backdrop  (see fig 10). Just as te x t  is 
employed in a var ie ty  of ways, so the  enve lope  motif opera tes w ith in , 
with, aga ins t and outs ide  of the per fo rm ance  The manner in w h ich  a 
m otif looks toward the ré in troduct ion  o f narra t ive , suggesting  a p o in t  of 
c losure but in e f fec t  d isrupting such a poss ib i l i ty  is exam ined below  with 
re fe rence to E ins te in  on the Beach.
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Infinity divided by three
W ilson 's  f irs t  co llabo ra t ion  with Philip Glass is perhaps his most 
ce lebra ted  work, and the only  one thus fa r to be res taged  in a new 
p ro du c t ion 73. It was f irs t s taged  in its entirety on Ju ly  25th 1976 at the 
Fest iva l D Av ignon, France. The indeterm inate  length and modulation of 
G lass 's  com pos it ions  at that t ime 74 would seem to a cco rd  with W ilson 's 
concern  fo r  "natura l t im e" and the "continuous p resen t"  recognised by 
o the rs  in his work. Certa in ly , G lass ' very  ev ident a dhe rence  to structure 
was com p lem en ted  by W ilson 's  tr ipart ite  a rrangem en t of e lements. 
Though  spanning fo u r  acts, d iv ided  by f ive  e n tr 'a c te s  or, as W ilson 
refers to them, acknow ledg ing  the ir  funct ion as p iv o ta l  jo in ts, "knee 
plays", the work repea ts  th ree  images - a train, a t r ia l  and a fie ld  - that 
are coup led  one with ano the r  in each possib le co m b in a t io n 75. The work is 
a rranged  thus:
Kneeplay 1
Act I Scene 1A a train 
Scene 2A a trial (a bed)
Kneeplay 2
Act II Scene 3A a space ship above a field 
Scene 1B a train 
Kneeplay 3
Act III Scene 2B a trial (a bed/a prison)
Scene 3B a space ship above a field 
Kneeplay 4
Act IV Scene 1C a building (a train)
Scene 2C a bed
Scene 3C interior of a space ship 
Kneeplay 5 78
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The th ree-part s tructure  is fu rthe r enhanced by the m u lt i tude  of 
tr iangles and  tr iangu lar  ob jects  that are apparen t in the course  of the 
work. S tage  m ovement is genera l ly  confined to angles of n ine ty  and 
fo rty-f ive  degrees, outl in ing t r ian gu la r  paths. Stefan Brecht is voc ife rous  
in his d ism issa l of such a s tructure :
. . . the  e lements of the se tt ing  emerge only as formal and 
inc iden ta l  e lements. T hey  are not perceived as sub jec t 
m atte r ,  nor in the ir  own nature , nor do the ir  re lat ions to one 
a n o th e r  or, espec ia lly , to the play's persons, inform o n e ’s 
expe r ience  o f the play. Instead the three graph ic  them es 
and the ir  a lte rna tion  p reoccupy one, surface e lem ents  
i r re le va n t  to W ilson and to oneself. One w a tches  
appea rances  and en joys  them aesthetica lly . The p lay 's  
c o n te n t  remains co n t in ge n t on in terpretation. 77
M uch of what Brecht espouses  is va lid , though he seem s to find a 
su ff ic iency  in the form al s truc tu re , the "surface  e lements" , even  while 
"e lements o f  the sett ing" ( tak ing  these to be "what happens" ) do not 
contr ibute  to  an unders tand ing  o f  the work. His approach is s igna l led  by 
the head ing  given to the second  part of Theatre o f V isions, "A ssau lt  on 
Speech. Dec l ine  of the thea tre  o f  v is ions, 1974-77". It will be a rgued  that 
the very  v is ib i l i ty  of the s truc tu re  calls a ttention to tha t which it 
d isp laces, and finds in this "o the r"  re lations obta in ing between e lements. 
The in te rp re ta t ion  g iven be low  is not in tended to be d e f in it ive  but to 
i l lustrate w here  and how m ean ing  m ight enter W ilson 's  work. It is 
suggested that in arr iv ing  at the  in terpretation, the terms by which the 
work w ou ld  seem to represent h ave  been d isrupted.
Ac t I, scene 1A opens on a stage bare save fo r  a w h ite  carpet, a 
grey b ackd rop  and, s tage left,  a tall s ignal tower with a s igna l arm 
extending  horizon ta lly  from n ea r  its top. Lucinda Childs en te rs  stage 
right, d ressed  "like E instein" (in W ilson 's  conception  o f the m an) in shirt
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and braces, grey trousers  and b lack  tennis shoes. A boy in identical 
dress becomes v is ib le  on the to w e r 's  protrusion. Ch ilds  commences to 
mark out a d ia go na l line with a pu rpose fu l  w a lk /dance  back and forth, 
a lways fac ing the aud ience. In her hand  she holds a p iece  of chalk with 
which she m akes staccato ges tu res  as if writ ing down f lashes of 
inspiration. A g a in s t the backdrop a n ea r  l i fe-s ize locom otive  (in low relief 
ra ther than th ree-d im ens iona l)  e n te rs  stage left b i l low ing  smoke and 
progress ing toward  centre stage at a cons idered  pace78. The tra in  comes 
to a halt and the  stage p ic ture - t ra in  and boy imm obile , Childs  still 
pacing out her l ine  - is held fo r  pe rhaps  a minute be fo re  the l ights go 
out.
The above  segm ent occup ies  some f ive  m inu tes  o f the forty 
m inute scene. R unn ing  paralle l w ith  it is Glass's score, that hera lds the 
appearance  of the  train, with a d r iv ing , c rescendoing  them e tha t peaks 
at the moment o f a rr iva l. W hen the tra in  stops, the m us ic  sh if ts  from a 
repeti t iveness sugges t ing  m echan ica l motion to one convey ing  
someth ing  jam m ing , gett ing stuck. W ith  the darken ing o f  the stage, the 
repeti t ion  g ives w a y  to d isso lution, d iapason  moves tow ard  d iaspora.
The section conta ins  three e lem en ts  - tower, t ra in  and dancer - 
each o f which e x is ts  primarily in a s ing le  d imension, o r  m oves along a 
primary plane: he igh t,  w idth and dep th  respective ly . The l ines of the 
tra in 's  cow -ca tche r  and ch imney a re  noticeab ly  t r iangu la r  (p la te  36).79 
All o f these cons truc t ions  g ive  th em se lve s  easily to representa tion, 
though  possib ly  a t the  expense o f de ta i ls  that sit uncom fo r tab ly  within 
the structure: C h i lds ' gestures a re  stra in ing tow ard  comm unicating 
som eth ing  tha t c a n n o t  be seen. W h e re  in Q ueen V ic to ria , the figural 
became ev iden t th rough  the b lock ing  toge ther o f the textua l and the 
vis ib le , here the ges tu ra l  (Child 's d raw ing)  looks toward  the v is ib le  (the 
unseen marks she makes in the a ir )  which in turn m igh t suggest the
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Plate 36. Act I Scene 1a Einstein on the Beach
textual (presum ing  her to be Einstein and the  activ ity  she is engaged  in 
is fo rm u la ting  an equation). Again, a tr ipa rt ite  s tructure is p laced on the 
work, but the s ign if icance  is e lusive. Philip Glass' descr ip tion  o f the 
music for this segm en t provides a way of app roach ing  the w ork  as a 
whole;
I have used rhythm ic cycles (repea t ing  f ixed rhy thm ic  
patterns o f  spec if ic  lengths) to create ex tended  s truc tures  
in my m usic  by superimposing tw o  d if fe ren t rhy thm ic  
patterns o f  d if fe ren t lengths. D epend ing  on the length o f  
each pattern , they  will eventua lly  a rr ive  toge ther back at 
the ir  s ta rt ing  points, making one com p le te  cycle. In th is  
case, th ree  repeats  of the upper part a re  equal in length to  
fou r repea ts  o f the lower part. 80
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The cond it ion , th ree aga ins t four, und e rsco res  Einstein. The  
a rrangem en t of the th r ice  repeated three them es o v e r  fou r acts ind icates 
th is tension ope ra t ing  across the length of the w ork ,  but it is apparen t 
w ith in  and th ro ug h ou t its performance.
W ilson 's  w orks  tend to em ploy the p ro scen ium  much in the same 
w ay that a pa in te r  em p loys  the frame; as a way o f  enclos ing an image. 
In h is  drawings the pa in te r ly  func t ion  of the p roscen ium  is apparent, no 
m ore  so than those  fo r  Einste in . In particular, a ske tch  for Act 1, Scene  
1 81 is notable fo r  the  contrast between the th ick  rec tangu la r  edging o f 
the s tage  boundary  and the dense tr iangu la r  fo rm s  o f the tra in 's  sm oke 
s tack  and cow -ca tche r.  From being a necessary  bu t largely unnoticed  
e le m e n t of the s tag ing , the proscen ium  becom es a coun terpo in t to the  
geo m e try  of the s tage  picture. Further a t te n t io n  is drawn to the  
p roscen ium  by the d iv is ion  of the space w ithin;
In des ign ing  th e  opera [W ilson] menta lly  d iv id e d  the stage 's 
plan and e le va t io n  with th ree  lines, c rea t ing  a network of 
cubes s tacked  fo u r  deep hor izon ta l ly  and ve rt ica l ly .  People 
and th ings  tend  to relate in th ree -d im ens iona l space in 
E ins te in .. .They  a lso tend to move a long a n g le s  of 45 and 90 
degrees. 82
The three im ag ina ry  lines o f the stage space  are comple ted, m ade  
into four, by the phys ica l ly  ve r i f iab le  l imits of th e  stage frame. In all 
th e se  instances, w h i ls t  there is a tension be tw een  an ev iden t th ree-par t  
s truc tu re  and a m ove  to comple te  it, to make it in to  one comprised o f  
fo u r  e lements, It is no t an oppos it iona l cons truc t ion . They are con ta ined  
one w ith in  the o ther; to regard both s im u ltan e ou s ly  is to evoke the  
f ig u ra l ,  b locking to g e th e r  the incom m ensurab le .83 T h e  tr ipart ite  e lem ents  
g ive  them se lves  to rep resen ta t ion : in the segm en t refe rred  to above one  
cou ld  include the tr ia n g u la r  objects, the three s tage  e lements in the f i rs t
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scene, the  p redominant th ree  note bassline o f  Glass' music. The 
four-pa rt structure  persists as one of enab lem ent and conta inm ent and 
links the tr ipart ite  e lements to th e  protagonist, w hose  work looks toward 
the perception  o f space w ith in  the contex t of th e  fourth  d imension, 
t ime84. (In Queen V ictoria, the m otif  of the enve lope  both enables and 
conta ins the  subject matter, the letter.)
These  m etanarra tives, supposed ly  bring ing the  work to a point of 
c losure, are rendered untenab le  by the ir  dual s ta tus  as both fac il i ta tors  
and conta ine rs  o f meaning. In E in s te in , W ilson  uses both space and time 
to address  the re lat ionship between them such tha t the one cannot 
d is t ingu ish  what is being said from  the act of say ing  it because both 
utilise the  same material. Earlie r, the d is t inc t ion  was made between 
Lyotard 's  even t and narra tive  on the level of a pa r t icu la r  stage image in 
which the  d iscordant e lem en ts  resisted con fo rm ity  to a narrative 
structure. Taking the work in its entirety, embrac ing  structure  and theme, 
narra tive  would seem to adhere a lmost by default, echo ing  Franz Kafka 's 
d ictum on life; "Because it ends ... tha t 's  the meaning". It is the 
in te rchangeab il i ty  of structure and  image that d is rup ts  such a closure; at 
the centre  of the work there is no greater or lesse r  density  than at the 
surface. Sheryl Sutton has suggested  tha t "the emblem of W ilson 's 
theatre  m ight be the onion: laye r  upon layer but no core" 85.
E inste in 's  l ife spanned the  transit ion  from the  age o f steam to the 
dawning o f nuclear power, re fe rred  to in W ilson 's  w ork  by the train and 
the spacesh ip  respective ly .86 The  production does not s imply fo l low  a 
d iachron ic  progression but ho lds  them both p resen t s imultaneously. 
Thus, in the  firs t fie ld  scene (Act II scene 3A) the spacesh ip  is a lready 
present (p late 37), seemingly d is tanced from the age  of steam in spatial 
ra ther than  temporal terms. Th is  relates both to the  part icu la r  image and 
the p roduction 's  theme and structure  o f the spatia l hav ing  to be
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scene, the  p redom inan t three note bass line  o f  Glass' music. The 
four-pa rt structure  persists as one o f enab lem en t and con ta inm en t and 
links the tr ipa rt ite  e lements to the p ro tagon is t ,  w hose  work looks toward 
the percep tion  o f space w ith in  the co n te x t  o f the  fourth  d imension, 
t im e84. (In Q ueen V ictoria, the motif o f  the enve lope  both enables and 
conta ins the sub jec t matter, the letter.)
These  m etanarra t ives, supposed ly  bring ing the  work to a point of 
c losure, are rendered  untenable  by th e i r  dual s ta tus  as both fac il i ta to rs  
and conta ine rs  o f  meaning In E ins te in , W ilson  uses both space and time 
to address  the re lat ionship  between them  such tha t the one cannot 
d is t ingu ish  w ha t is being said from th e  act of say ing  it because both 
utilise th e  same material. Earlier, th e  d is t inc t ion  was made between 
Lyotard 's  even t and narra tive  on the leve l o f a p a r t icu la r  s tage image in 
which the  d isco rdan t e lements res is ted  con fo rm ity  to a narra t ive  
s tructure. Taking the work in its ent ire ty , em brac ing  s tructure  and theme, 
narra t ive  would seem to adhere a lm ost by default,  echo ing  Franz Kafka 's  
d ictum on life; "Because it ends ... tha t 's  the m eaning". It is the 
in te rchangeab il i ty  o f s tructure and im age  that d is rup ts  such a closure; at 
the centre  of the  work there is no g re a te r  or lesse r  dens ity  than at the 
surface Sheryl Sutton has suggested  tha t "the emblem  o f W ilson 's  
theatre  m ight be the onion: layer upon laye r  but no core" 85.
E ins te in 's  l ife spanned the tran s it ion  from the  age o f steam to the 
dawning o f  nuc lea r power, re ferred to in W ilson 's  w ork  by the train and 
the spacesh ip  respec t ive ly .86 The p ro duc t ion  does not s imply fo l low  a 
d iachron ic  p rogress ion  but holds them  both p resen t s imu ltaneously . 
Thus, in the f irs t  fie ld  scene (Act II scene  3A) the spacesh ip  is a lready 
present (p la te  37), seemingly d is tanced from  the age  of steam in spatia l 
ra ther than  tempora l terms. This re la tes both  to the  par t icu la r  image and 
the p roduc tion 's  theme and structure  o f  the spatia l hav ing  to be
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Plate 37. Act II Scene 3a, Einstein on the Beach
cons ide red  with respect to the tempora l and vice versa. It is this 
"con t inuous  present" that pervades the work from the level o f  barely 
d isce rn ib le  m inutiae to its undecided status as an art form or fo rm s that 
g ives it cohesion yet denies it a to ta li ty: there  is no "grand them e" that 
em braces the work w ithout also being a very part icu la r e lement w ith in  it.
Narrative  requires a sense of space and of time, be it past 
or future, that is d ist inct from that in which it is played out: 
Perform ance and text, rep resen te r and represented, are (it 
seems irrevocably) split. Theatr ica l representa tion 
estab l ishes itse lf in that rif t which it a lone creates between 
the tangible physical p resence of the  perform er and tha t 
absence which is necessari ly  imp lica ted  in any concept o f 
im ita tion or s ign ification. The im ita ted action (the theatr ica l 
s ign if ied) is s ituated outs ide of the c losed circu it
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estab lished by the  copresence of pe r fo rm er and spectator.
Thus what is rep resen ted  is a lways an e lsewhere . 87
The event, in contrast ,  cannot adm it of such d isp lacement: "it 
happens" cannot be a ff irm ed  o ther than by d irect experience. W ilson 
m ain ta ins presentness desp ite  the beho lder 's  abil ity  to affirm that one 
occurrence  preceded ano the r  by repeating , or seem ing to repeat, 
e lem ents  and em ploy ing  "natural t ime" th a t in its length inv ites the 
beho lde r  to regard it as a lways being present, ra ther than remembering 
a p r io r  moment or looking forward to a subsequen t one.
C o n c lu s io n
The condit ion  W ilson 's  work looks tow ard  is s ituated alongside, 
but not conta ined w ith in , a narra tive  frame. It approaches co-option 
w ith in  the frame both as it touches on the rep resen tab le  - recognisable, 
seem ing ly  unders tandab le  e lements - and as it inv ites a passive 
accep tance  of a m ed ita t ive  state, lull ing the  beho lder back into a 
receptive , non -par t ic ipa to ry  state, before a com p le ted  work. The work 
res is ts  c losure, however, not by d is tanc ing  itse lf from  discourse, but 
a llow ing  its terms to be seen w ith in  the work. The re la t ions that obtain 
among and between e lem ents  of rep resen ta t ion , sub jected  to stretching 
(na rra t ive  and time) and confla t ion  (modes o f  representa t ion) constitu te  
part o f the way W ilson 's  p roductions evade co-option. This evasion is 
made more apparen t by the d irector 's  adherence  to the form o f the 
h igh ly  i l lus ion is t ic  n ine teen th -cen tu ry  theatre  to the ex ten t that its terms 
can be seen to fall w i th in  the conten t of the  work rather than simply 
fac i l i ta t ing  its t ransm iss ion. W ilson  does  not active ly  resist 
rep resen ta t ion  but ins tead  accepts it as a f ragm en t of the work, an 
e lement, like both space and time, tha t has no a p rio r i p lace within his 
schema. W here  narra t ive  might normally  es tab l ish  itse lf at a very
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part icu la r  con junction  of space and time ( 'the cross' in W ilson 's  
par lance), in the three works d iscu ssed  above it f inds these coord ina tes  
to be indeterm inate  such that it can  only fix  what it is through recourse  
to itself. Though this suggests a po ten t ia l ly  ex is ten t ia l coming into being, 
it is underm ined  by the absence o f  any central position around w hich  the 
accre t ion  of essence might occur. Narrative  is assumed to be p resen t 
because  of the formal s ituation in which the work is presented, ye t to 
com e into being it has to call u po n  these  formal terms, co llapsing them 
into  the work, such that its m o m e n t of immanence coincides w ith  the 
absence  o f the terms it requires in o rde r  to operate.
The opening of Deafm an  is h igh ly  representa tiona l, perhaps too 
much so, as it h inges on the cusp  between the f ix ity, the p resentness, of 
the  image and the recognit ion  o f  the passage of t ime inheren t in 
narra t ive . To conclude that the w o rk  possess a 'p resentness ' is to accep t 
its unstab le  condit ion with respec t to t ime-based modes of 
rep resen ta t ion . The coro lla ry a lso  obta ins; that its images are imbued 
w ith  the theatr ica l. The "p rese n tn ess "  d if fers from that which Fried 
ascribes to Caro's scu lp tu res because W ilson ’s works are not 
au tonom ous  (and ne ither are th e y  "com ple ted" by the beholder) but 
ins tead  fo reground  and a ttem pt to  maintain  a cond it ion  in which the ir  
p resence  (and by extens ion  that o f  those  regard ing them) exceeds the ir  
pa r t icu la r  characte r is t ics  - what th ey  are. Though W ilson 's  theatre  has 
been  descr ibed  as apolit ica l or e v e n  escap ist in its apparent re fusa l to 
dec la re  a position on co n tem po ra ry  issues88, the presentness th a t it 
looks toward  inv ites an ena b lem e n t on the part of both perform er and 
beho lde r  that is neither h is to r ica l ly  determ ined or predica ted  on 
oppos it ion  - the normalis ing te n d e n cy  of representation.
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Conclusion
The per fo rm a t ive  does not p roperly  lie "between the arts" as 
Fried declares of the  theatr ica l, though it may emerge in practices that 
fall between or ca ll upon severa l ex is itng  disc ip lines. Aside from the 
implic it sense that such a posit ion  can on ly  define itse lf in re la t ion to 
existing forms, F r ied 's  assessm ent m a in ta ins  a sense of d is t inc t 
discip lines, co l lec t ive ly  referred to as "the arts". This is m anifest in his 
amplif ication o f the concern  that "art d egenera tes  as it approaches the 
condit ion of thea tre" , in which Fried a rgues tha t the work o f Cage and 
Rauschenberg s treng thens
the i l lusion th a t  the barriers be tw een  the arts are in the 
process of c rum b ling  [..] and tha t the arts  them selves  are at 
last s l id ing tow ard  some kind o f f ina l,  implosive, hugely 
desirab le  sy n th e s is .1
Arguing w ith in  a M odern is t parad igm, Fried assigns a te leo log ica l 
drive to that which cannot be conta ined w ith in  its limits. Fried's claim 
may be jus t if ied  to  a l imited degree w ith  respect to the early  
pronouncements o f  Kaprow, and is i r re fu tab le  when applied to Beuys ' 
conception of art, though  the German a rt is t 's  re jection of the ob jec t in 
favour of the ind iv idua l as the vessel o f  art is antithet ica l to Fried's 
position. Yet, the w ork  addressed here, though  it is considered on the 
basis of its shared possess ion  of a pe r fo rm a t ive  quality, does not look 
toward a un if ica t ion  of art practices. By d isrup t ing  form, rather than 
rejecting it, the p rac t ione rs  who are the sub jec t of this study are as fa r 
removed from being cons ide red  ind is t ingu ishab le  as they are from being 
placed within p re -ex is t ing  categories. It is w ith in  the occurence i tse lf that 
the part icular na tu re  o f the work is es tab l ished , and for this to con tinue  
to be so, p rac t i t ioners  must generate  c ircum stances that p rovoke an
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Conclusion
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fall between or call upon severa l  ex is itng  d isc ip l ines . Aside from the 
implic it  sense that such a pos it ion  can only de f ine  i tse lf  in re lation to 
exis t ing forms, Fried's a ssessm en t mainta ins a sense o f d is t inct 
d isc ip lines, co llec t ive ly  refe rred  to as "the arts". Th is  is m an ifest in his 
am pli f ica t ion  o f the concern th a t "a r t  degenera tes  as it approaches the 
cond it ion  o f theatre", in w hich  Fried argues that the  work of Cage and 
Rauschenberg  s trengthens
the il lusion that the barr ie rs  between the arts are in the 
process of crum bling  [..] and th a t the arts th em se lve s  are at 
last s l id ing toward som e kind of f inal, im p los ive , hugely 
desirab le  syn thes is .1
Arguing w ith in  a M odern is t parad igm, Fried ass igns  a te leo logica l 
d rive  to that which cannot be con ta ined  w ith in  its l imits. Fried's claim 
may be jus t if ied  to a l im ited  degree  with respec t to the early 
p ronouncem ents  of Kaprow, and is irre fu tab le  w hen  app lied  to Beuys' 
conception  of art, though  the G erm an  art is t 's  re jec t ion  of the object in 
fa vou r  o f the ind iv idua l as the  vesse l of art is an t i the t ica l to Fried's 
posit ion . Yet, the work add ressed  here, though  it is cons ide red  on the 
basis of its shared possess ion  o f a pe r fo rm ative  qua li ty ,  does not look 
toward  a un if ica t ion  o f  art p rac t ices . By d is rup t ing  form, rather than 
re ject ing it, the p ractioners  w ho  are the sub ject o f  th is  study are as fa r 
rem oved from being cons ide red  ind is t ingu ishab le  as they  are from being 
p laced w ith in  p re-ex is t ing  ca tego r ies .  It is w ith in  the  occurence  itse lf that 
the part icu la r  nature  o f  the w ork  is estab lished, and fo r  this to continue 
to be so, p rac t i t ioners  must gene ra te  c ircum stances  that p rovoke an
engagem ent with the beholder ra the r  than affirm the  pers is tence of 
va lues der ived  from a previous encounter.
The rapid emergence of a p le thora  of styles from  1960 onwards is 
partly the consequence of the increas ing  freedom to su it  the form to the 
idea rather than the reverse and partly a recogn it ion  that the 
perform ative  quality that d is t ingu ishes the work is of a d if fe ren t 
perceptual o rder to that which remains, subsequen t to the encoun te r 
with the beholder. This la tter p o in t  can be seen to in form  Morris ' use of 
indeterm inate  materia ls that can  only be f ixed a t the m om ent of 
experienc ing  them, the d is t inc t ion  between the engaged, loca lised 
unders tand ing  of Kaprow's Happenings from the part ic ipant 's  
perspective  and the d ispass iona te  overv iew  to be g leaned  from the ir  
scores, and Beuys' continual a lte ra t ion  of his objects, both l i tera lly  and 
through mod ify ing  the larger concep tua l frame w ith in  which he situates 
them. Burden, too, d isp lays a res is tance to the regard ing of the 
occurence and that which su rv ives  it as synonymous, though often this 
p rov ides the impetus fo r his p ractice , employing docum enta t ion  in lieu of 
the event. In the work of R obert  Wilson, the m an ipu la t ion  of form 
proceeds in a manner no d if fe ren t  from the way in w h ich  sub ject m atter 
is ordered to the extent that f ram e s  one might subsequen tly  employ to 
conta in the work are frequently  s itua ted  w ith in  its bounds; consequently , 
the ir  author ity  in speaking of the w ork  is severe ly  curta i led .
Though  the comments con ta ined  in the p reced ing  chapters range 
ove r  a num ber of d isc ip lines and on occasion look tow ard  engag ing  with 
d iscourses beyond the arts, th e y  are contingent upon  a pe rspective  
s ituated w ith in  theatre. The per fo rm at ive  qua li t ies  o f the work are 
enunc ia ted  f irs t ly  with respect to the  practices of a rt is ts  using insent ien t 
physical objects. Though the w ork  is in possession o f qua li t ies  one m ight 
more usua lly  associate with thea tre , these are d is t inc t from those of the
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object, w h ich  ceases to be the sole de te rm inant o f the  work. It is the 
beholder's  engagem ent, hav ing  to make choices, p os it ion ing  herself, 
both phys ica l ly  and conceptua lly ,  in re lation to th e  object that 
estab lishes a sense o f encounter. It is ana logous to the  encoun te r 
between charac te rs  on a stage, which, if it is to be sus ta ined , requires a 
sense of d isequ il ib r ium . W ith in  the drama th is em braces  a wealth  of 
s ituations, from  the non-part icu la r,  such as the exchang ing  of 
information, to the spec if ic ,  such as the redress ing  o f  an in justice  
Because thea tre  p rescr ibes  such encounters , pos it ion ing  them w ith in  a 
narra tive  fram e, the ir  d is rup t ive  qua li ty  is regarded as content, to be 
ass im ila ted by the beholder. In contrast, when the o b je c t  i tse lf d isrupts 
such a fram e, th is d isequ il l ib r ium  is ev iden t in the re la t io n sh ip  between 
beholder and object. The work then must be co ns ide red  not as that 
which is p laced before  the beholder but tha t which o ccu rs  between the 
materia l p rov ided  by the  a rt is t  and the beholder. As th e  nature o f  the 
work under cons ide ra t ion  here moves c loser to the fo rm a l p ropert ies  of 
theatre  th rough  the succeed ing  chapters , f i rs t  in possess ion  of 
performers, then  a na rra t ive  thread and, u lt imately, in the  p roductions  of 
W ilson, ep itom is ing  n ine teen th -cen tu ry  i l lus ion is t ic  staging, the 
a rgum ent fo r  the per fo rm a t ive  work being d is t inc t from  th a t  cons is t ing  of 
the au tonom ous  ob ject is deve loped  to the point w h e re  perform ance 
(perta in ing to  the nature  o f the object) and the p e r fo rm a t ive  (a means of 
engaging w ith  the object)  are both present w ith in  the w ork  yet quite 
separate  qua li t ies .
Inso far as the per fo rm at ive  arises from a d is rup t io n  of fo rm , it 
cannot be said to owe a lleg iance  to any one d isc ip l ine . Though the 
preced ing chap ters  make re fe rence to "ro les" and "pe r fo rm ing ",  these 
are to be unders tood  not in terms o f f ixed patterns o f  behav iou r  and 
specia l ab i l i t ies  d irected  tow ard  the re -enactm ent o f a te x t  or score for 
the benefi t  of o thers but as pos it ions and ways o f in te rven ing  that
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cannot be know n  prior to the ir  coming into being. The perform ative  does 
not a ttempt to conta in  and limit the in f in ite ly  d ive rse  experiences and 
sensations th a t  inform the art work by dec lar ing that they obey the 
dictates o f a pa r t icu la r  form but, instead, takes such variab il ity  as its 
model. Hence th e  formal d ivers ity  o f the work addressed here and the 
shift from a pos it ion  that is p red ica ted  on catching, holding and 
possessing ind e f in i te ly  some ins ight, image, or action, to one that 
derives sa t is fac t io n  from chasing the e lus ive w he reve r  it may lead. The 
chaser m ight th e n  come to see herse lf  in possession of the freedom  and 
sublime q ua li t ie s  she had so recently  w ished to entrap and confine.
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Appendix A Robert Morris Interview
4 /11 /92  at R obert  Morris' loft, New York
[the firs t pa rt of the in te rv iew  exists on ly  as rough notes due to a 
m a lfunc t ion  w ith  the recorder which m iracu lous ly  started work ing 
a pp ro x im a te ly  f ive  m inutes in. RM has ju s t  been  asked the fo l low ing 
ques t ion  w h ich  he is part way th rough answ er ing ]
TW: The w orks  seem to deny a s truc tu ra l log ic  em anating  from the ir  
centre , and w here  the centre is v is ib le  it is in va r ia b ly  empty. W as th is a 
consc ious  dec is ion?
RM: ...so as I was saying, there  was som e tim es  less s tructured  work. 
You can h ave  say a square f loo r  plan and a c ircu la r  cross- section, or 
v ice -ve rsa , so a lot o f that kind of th ing hap pe ne d  to the work w ithout 
be ing  co nsc iou s  o f it.
TW: OK. C lem en t G reenberg ta lks of M in im a lism  com m itt ing  i tse lf to the 
th ird  d im ens ion , rather than the fron ta li ty  o f tw o -d im ens iona l scu lp ture  
tha t is g iven  as a v isua l image to the v iewer, and Michael Fried suggests 
th a t your w ork  moves from the cond it ion  o f pa int ing to one that 
em braces  the  fourth  d imension, a sense o f t ime. How im portan t do you 
co ns ide r  space  and time to the reception  o f your  w ork?
RM: Well, I th ink  it's centra l to how the w ork  is experienced. The fact 
th a t you can experience  it must be because  it uses  space and time, so 
the w ho le  idea  o f reducing work - G reenbe rg 's  idea  o f the media - works 
[hun t ing? ] them se lves , apart from [..] some a rb it ra ry  def in it ion  of 
f la tne ss  o r  space or time, I th ink tha t 's  all ve ry  po l i t ic ised  and very 
fo rm a l.  I m ean  you can go back to Less ing  and Burke and find those
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same kind o f argum ents , but to me it 's polit ical a rgum ent. You 
expe r ience  th ings in space and time and tha t 's  it.
TW: Do you think, aris ing out of that, tha t as the conten t d im in ishes  so 
the  need fo r  input from the  v iew er a rises? Is there  a d irect re la t ionsh ip  
tha t em erges?
RM: Well, I w ou ldn 't  call it content, but I th ink there 's  someth ing  
ca lled, well,  what you m ight descr ibe as some kind of 'v isua l inc iden t ' or 
'e te rna l i l lus ion  of parts ' which I more or less e lim inated, ra th e r  than in 
inve rse  proport ion  to someth ing  else. R osenberg  said it was inve rse  to 
ta lk ing  - the  less there  was there the more you had to ta lk about. I don't 
know .. .They  say the work was doing som eth ing  else and ge tt ing  rid of 
those  kind o f internal d iv is ions  was, partly, fo r  me, very  p rogram m atic . 
Tha t was because o ther th ings  could become focussed on. W h e th e r  that 
increases the  time aspect, I'm ra ther doub tfu l,  I th ink it had to with how 
the  work w as  d is tr ibu ted  in space, the scale and the weight. ..
TW: There  is a sense tha t the art expe r ience  remains c o ns ta n t  and the 
inpu t from  one party or the o the r - the object or the sub ject - 
m anoeuv res  around that - you a lways get a constan t which is the art 
expe r ience  and w he ther  your  input is g rea te r  or lesser is com pensa ted  
fo r  by the inpu t of the specta tor. W ou ld  you agree  with that?
RM I th ink  that art is a lways invo lved  in some kind o f re la t ionsh ip . You 
have  a sub ject, you have an ob jec t and you 've  got an 'o ther ' and  I th ink 
it 's a tr iang le  Art's  social, and very  quick ly  language gets invo lved  and 
so maybe some art increases some o f those  th ings more than others, but 
I really th ink  that you can 't  have one w itho u t the other. I d o n 't  know if 
that answers your quest ion
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TW: How im portant to  you are the c ircum stances  of the work 's  p lacement 
- the space it's found  in, and the ava i lab le  l igh t?
RM: They 're  a lw ays important. How a th ing 's  d isposed in space is 
important, and for my work - the grey p ieces  I'm ta lk ing about, the 
p lywood p ieces - the  l ight is important too, in the sense that they were 
pa in ted  light gray. I usua lly  li t them pretty  b r igh t ly  so that you have... i t  
w orks  aga ins t the vo lum e  of it somehow. But I don 't th ink you can take 
the  th ing w ithout its space. I th ink a w ork  is impossib le  to experience 
w i thou t its context. It jus t  de l ivers  both the con tex t and the object, it 
seem s to me, that 's  the  nature  of it.
TW: W ou ld  you a g ree  with Suzanne Langer w ho  talks about a sculpture 
'com m and ing ' the space  around it? Do you th ink  your works exh ib it that 
fea tu re?
RM: W ell yes. I w an ted  it to do that. I w an te d  it to have a scale that 
con fron ted  tha t o f  the body, not one th a t  was overpowering  or 
one .. . . the re  was a certa in  scale in those  par t icu la r  works that I was 
a lways concerned  to  work w ith  and that was one that was very re la t ive  
to the human body and one that was not in t im ida t ing  or one that could 
not really be som ehow  put outs ide of one 's  space  as an int imate object 
but was someth ing th a t  was coex is ten t w ith  y o u r  space - as a figure, as 
a person, as an ob jec t ,  as a human being o f a certa in  scale and so on.
TW: One th ing that occurs  to me - you ta lk  o f pa in t ing  them [the plywood 
p ieces] l ight grey and  then i l lum inating them  qu ite  powerfu lly . Was that 
dec ided  because, look ing  at this room, fo r  example, it 's obv ious ly  
pa in ted  a l ight c o lo u r  to enhance the va lue  o f  space, to c reate  a sense 
o f  more space than is actua lly  there  and a da rk  room would  have the
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oppos ite  e ffect. Was a light g re y  chosen perhaps to centre  the v iew er on 
the  actual scale of the piece ra th e r  than try and manipu la te ..
RM: No, I th ink  it was a play a ga in s t  the vo lum e and the bulk, and then 
you  light it and paint it in that s i tua t ion  and it tends to work aga ins t that; 
one  aspect's  pushing aga inst ano ther.
T W : The fou r  m irrored cubes sugges t that ra ther than comm anding  the 
su rround ing  space, the work is dete rm ined  by it. It seems both l i terally 
and  experien t ia l ly  re flex ive , a lm os t deny ing  its ex is tence  o the r than 
supp lem en ta l  to the c ircum s tances  - the space in which it is found and 
th e  v iew er who sees it. W a s  your concern  with the m irror works to 
e xp lo re  fu r the r  the relation be tw e en  the ob jec t and its c ircum stances, or 
had  you o the r  concerns?
RM: Well, I rem em ber w an t ing  to have ano the r  surface, and tha t was 
w h a t  m otiva ted  me or pushed me to find  som eth ing  like that and I th ink it 
is more obv ious ly  re flex ive. M irrors  appeared  before  in the work and 
th e y  went on to be im portant in the work. It 's really hard to answer that 
e x c e p t  by saying that I was sea rch ing  fo r  ano the r  surface.
T W : By 'ano ther  surface ' are you  ta lk ing abou t someth ing  d if fe ren t or in 
add it ion  to..
RM: Som eth ing  d if fe ren t than th e  opaque pa in ted  surface, or the surface 
o f  pla in wood or w ha tever  I'd used before  - steel, wood, painted wood, 
na tu ra l  wood, a lumin ium - th o s e  were the surfaces I'd used and I wanted 
som eth ing  d if ferent.
T W : W hat determ ines your c h o ic e  of m ate r ia ls?
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RM: Well, in the beg inn ing  I th ink th a t I wanted to use plywood. It was a 
ve ry  common m ater ia l, it was som eth ing  I could a fford , someth ing  I could 
use. It was a lways im portan t to me to make the w ork  myself. The 
p lywood, and any o f  the p ieces are dependen t on, and generated  by 
p lywood  panels o f  a certa in  s tandard  size. It s truc tu red  the making of 
the work, so in tha t sense the m ater ia l p layed a co- ope ra t ive  role.
TW: O bv ious ly  w hen  you were  f irs t  c rea t ing  these w orks  the cost of the 
m ate r ia ls  was more re levan t than as you progressed. Did you find that 
you could  use more d ive rse  m ate r ia ls , or, once you had estab lished 
w ork ing  with these  fa ir ly  bas ic  m ate r ia ls  did you w ish to  continue in that 
ve in?
RM: W ell,  I suppose  I got in tr igued  w ith  w ork ing  with other 
m ate r ia ls  exp lo red  o the r  k inds of m ater ia ls , but ..what w as  your question 
aga in  - why did I change?
TW: No,., when the c ircum stances  th a t determ ined you use basic, easily 
a va i lab le  m ater ia ls  changed  because  you had the oppo r tun ity  to use 
m ore e laborate , pe rhaps  more t rad it iona l art is ts ' m a te r ia ls  did you feel 
that you wan ted  to do that or tha t you wanted to con t inue  using these 
bas ic  m ater ia ls?
RM I th ink tha t I'd a lways used a lot o f d if fe ren t k inds of materia ls, but 
at the  same time as making these  p lywood minimal th ings  I was making 
lead re lie fs , I w as work ing  in the theatre , I was m ak ing  th ings out of 
g rease  and earth  And then I tu rned  to fe lt, I used mirrors, I used 
s team .. . I t  was the  m ater ia l t h a t ... if I cou ld  get into a re la t ionsh ip  with the 
m ate r ia l tha t w ou ld  co -ope ra te  w ith  me in exp lo r ing  som eth ing  else I'd 
use it. I d idn 't  fee l a t tached  to steel or bronze or any th ing  else It was 
to ta l ly  i r re levan t to me
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TW: There's  no sense of them be ing  e lemental.. .
RM: No, no, none  whatsoever.
TW: You've said that you d isag ree  with the polar isat ion of o b je c t  and 
env ironment - I th ink in re la t ion to  something Kaprow said - th a t  you 
didn't wish your pieces to be seen e ither as object or env ironm ent. Do 
you th ink the w ork  is more usefu l if it exp lores the in terp lay between 
these two cond it ions?
RM: I th ink tha t I often wou ld  ins ta l l  p ieces in that kind of in- between 
sort o f s ituation. For me I th ink th e  work de l ivers  the con tex t of the 
space too. I d on 't  th ink you can ta k e  one w ithou t the other. I sa id  once 
that they were objects but they 're  m aybe  less se lf- im portan t o b jec ts  and 
I think that says it ano ther way.
TW: Coming back to someth ing  y o u 'v e  a lready a lluded to - the  use of 
human scale - it seems not only to  inhibit an appra isal p red ica ted  on 
enormity or d im inu tion  but would  seem  to o f fe r  the beholder an  initial 
point of re fe rence  th rough  w h ic h  they can determ ine th e i r  own 
d isp lacement in space. Do you th in k  that, ra ther than giv ing au to no m y  to 
e ither ob ject o r v iewer you set up a s ituation in which both are de f in ed  in 
the act of com ing  into con tac t w ith each  other?
RM: I don 't know  about 'de f in i t ion ' b u t  I th ink certa in ly  there is a kind of 
increased awareness to that a s p e c t  of th ings It's a lways im p o r ta n t  for 
me - in those part icu la r p ieces w e  are ta lk ing about, the grey, min imal 
pieces - that that re la t ionsh ip  be tw een  a body - its poss ib i l i ty  of 
movement, w here  the eyes g en e ra l ly  are - the  level of v is ion  - all of 
those th ings are ca lcu lated in re la t ionsh ip  to the work and it 's  part of 
what the work is about in some sense
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TW: The three 'L ' beams - they 're  ac tua l ly  unt i t led  - th ey ’ re very  
part icu la rly  sited. C a n  you sugges t why you repea ted  the  com ponen t 
three times and p la c e d  them on d if fe r ing  p lanes?
RM It w asn ’t the f i r s t  piece I did tha t perm uted  itself: there  were  o the r 
p ieces that p e rm u te d  them selves , and if you w an t to th ink  of se ts  as a 
form of p e rm u ta t ion , then I guess you can. If you w an t to  map 
cross-sec t ions  o f th e  f loor p lans - w h ich  is w ha t I did - it 's re la ted  to 
permutation. I re m e m b e r  I showed some w edges  once tha t had round 
and square corners  and  they were  changed  every  o the r  day in a show  so 
permuta tion  was p a r t  o f the work then. Maybe the 'L 's were  before  tha t - 
I can 't now re m e m b e r  but I th ink  there  were  o r ig ina l ly  e ithe r n ine  or 
e leven 'L 's  that I h a d  set out to do because  at tha t t ime I was th ink ing  
about the ir  d i f fe re n t  re la t ionsh ip  to the room - aga ins t  the wall, in a 
corner etc - and th e n  somehow I d idn 't  make them  all I ended  up m aking 
those tha t would j u s t  be free -s tand ing  and tha t tu rned  out to be w he re  I 
left them.
TW: They seem v e ry  part icu la r ly  p laced in th a t from  a p a r t icu la r  
s tandpo in t you can  see all the va r ia t ions  o f p lacem ent o f the s ing le  
com ponen t which s e ts  up a d ia logue  between the  ind iv idua l and  the 
piece You cannot k n o w  the p iece  in its to ta li ty  w itho u t w a lk ing  round  it; 
it seems a lmost co nce p tu a l  - the re la t ionsh ip  be tw een  the  who le  p iece 
and the ind iv idua l com ponen ts .  W as  that som eth ing  you though t at the 
t ime?
RM I th ink that th e re 's  in te rac t ion  between some sort of a priori 
conception  of the th in g  and the expe r ience  you have  to get a round  it, 
w ha teve r  is there, and  in o the r p ieces too. So I th ink  it 's  true o f  that 
piece, but o thers l ik e  the slab it 's not.
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TW: You 've  also exh ib ited  this piece as tw o  units, and ou ts ide  Did tha t 
change  fo r  you the idea of the work, or w ha t the work was about or your 
conception  of it?
RM: I had only two in the beginning because  simply laz iness .1 jus t  
d idn 't  get around to making three and then they were in a show as two 
and they got bought - somebody wanted to make them in meta l and put 
them outs ide  That was a funct ion of the market, it wasn 't  rea lly  my idea.
I f ina l ly  did get a round to making a third. It 's OK putt ing  them outside, 
making them of metal but my p re fe rence  fo r those  p ieces  is the ir  
p lywood form. There really is no orig inal they are jus t  reproductions , 
they can be remade ano ther time, but it d oesn 't  a lways rem ain  that way. 
The fe lt  pieces, fo r example, I'd a lways th ou gh t o f as h av ing  variab le  
sorts o f posit ions - on the floor, on the wall, w ha teve r  - but once they get 
out into the world  - somebody owns it, then  it freezes it in to  that sort of 
stage. It's jus t the nature  of how objects are sold and d e a lt  with It's not 
necessar i ly  what I in tended.
TW: You have said tha t you were in terested  in the p oss ib i l i t ies  of siting 
p ieces in the woods - outside env ironm ents . W hat in te res ted  you about 
that?
RM I was less in terested  in taking the p ieces outs ide  than  I was in 
w ork ing  outside - in a larger scale - in the beg inn ing  m ov ing  dirt around 
and hav ing  a notion o f distance. I've jus t f in ished  a p iece  at P ittsburgh 
in the a irport there, which is about e igh t-hundred  feet long  and it has 
f ive  courtyards that are about f i f ty  by a hundred and  forty  with 
r ive r-s tones in them and then the steam com es up It's a b ig  opening, so 
you see this th ing at a d istance Seeing th ings  at a d is tance  is very 
d if fe ren t  from w ha t we see when we are experienc ing  th ings - that 
poss ib i l i ty  of travel, of the body moving so fa r I went to Peru because
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i t 's  in terested  in that s igh tl ine  effect. I w as in te res ted  in the change  of 
sca le ; what it does to v is ion, w ha t it does fo r the  body when you 're  
outs ide, much more than I was in simply p lonk ing  th in g s  outside. The 'L 's 
go t put ou ts ide  but I w asn 't  espec ia l ly  in te res ted  in that, but I was 
in te res ted  in the obse rv ing  outside, work ing  with th a t k ind  of scale.
TW : W hat's  in te res t ing  in what you ’ve jus t  said is that you w eren 't  
in te res ted  so much in s iting them outs ide  as w o rk in g  outs ide  which 
suggests  tha t your re la t ionsh ip  to the work is eng en de re d  dur ing  the 
per iod  of m aking  ra ther than deriv ing some resp on se  from the f in ished  
art ic le
RM: I th ink the making of the piece is a lways e x tre m e ly  im portan t to 
th a t 's  the ques t ion  you 're  asking?
TW : Well, tha t leads on to someth ing I w as going to  ask you abou t the 
fe l t  p ieces because  they  exh ib it  the sense of yo u  making dec is ions  
w h ich  take one  back to the m om ent o f  its incep t ion . There 's  a lm os t a 
de layed  d ia log ue  between the v iew er and yourse lf  because  the v iew e r  is 
no t so much try ing to second-guess your  in tention, b u t  why you s topped  
a t that p a r t icu la r  moment. There seems a c o rre la t ion  between Po llock 's  
'ac t ion  pa in t ing ' as an even t or ra ther the  record o f an  event...
RM: Exactly . W h ich  is there  in 'The Box with th e  sound of its own 
making '.
TW : In 1968 you p roduced  a work com pris ing  n ine  open a lum in ium  
boxes w h ich  ca lled a tten t ion  to no t ions  of o rd e r ing  or p lacem en t or 
ind iv idua l e lem ents  w ith  respect to o the rs  or repe t i t ion .  Do you th ink  this 
marked a sh if t  from an experient ia l to a co nce p tu a l  unders tand ing  of 
your  work?
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RM: W e ll ,  I'm not sure. I f ind those p ieces d is tr ibu ted  on a grid much 
less in te res t ing  than the  others. As I th ink  back abou t them I th ink that 
they w ere  to me less interesting. They don't have  the in terest of 
som eth ing  like the 'L ' p ieces that have a kind of re la t ionsh ip  to how they 
really e x is t  in the space, because they are the three ways they can go in 
the space . They don 't  resort to some preconce ived  notion of a grid. I just 
don 't f in d  those p ieces so in teresting  any more.
TW: T he y  seem to share  a lot with w ha t Sol LeW itt w as doing..
RM: Yes, or Agnes Martin, or anybody who 's  dealing w ith  a grid. For me, 
those  p ieces  w eren 't  tha t interesting..
TW: Because  the re 's  a structure  ex terna l to the work that 's  being 
im posed?
RM: R igh t. Could I say one o ther th ing in relation to that. I wou ldn 't  apply 
that to  the m irrored cubes. Those fou r p ieces closed them se lves  out. For 
me th a t 's  d if fe ren t from  those p ieces that repeated  them selves  nine, 
tw e lve , s ix teen t imes. Those are the ones that I'm ta lk ing about that 
seem to  be more an a priori imposit ion  of. composit ion , you might call it.
TW: T he y  form an enc losure
RM: R ight. They re la te  to the empty centre  pieces.
TW: A n o the r  p iece th a t you did of th is nature, a lthough  it sets up more 
of an in te rp lay  be tw een  the ind iv idua l un it and the com posite  structure, 
is the  p iece w ith  f iv e  g irders  lying on top of f ive  g irders  set at a right 
ang le . The size of the  p ieces was such that it was d if f icu l t  to ignore them
page 274
as ind iv idua l units and I fe lt it was perhaps more successfu l than  the 
nine open boxes..
RM: Yes, I th ink  so too, but I d o n 't  know what to say about those p ieces.
TW: In the fe l t  pieces you fu r th e r  call a ttention to the work 's  e x is tence  in 
the same s ituation  as that o f  the  beholder by in troduc ing  the idea  of 
gravity. A t w ha t point did you in te rvene  or cease invo lvem en t in the 
f in ished fo rm ?
RM: I th ink  as I said before, in a lot of cases there  was no f in ished  form. 
There was a series [..] tha t re la ted  to some o f the minimal p ieces  that 
permuted - they d idn 't have a f ina l  configura t ion. Some o f them, l ike  the 
wedges, had a series of poss ib le  posit ions, a lways with the centre  open. 
If you w an ted  to line them up then  you get into ano ther whole  set, but I 
restr ic ted it to a certa in  set o f  possib il i t ies. The  fe lt p ieces w e re  the 
same way. In the beg inning all o f  them had at leas t one or two pos it ions  
- on the w a ll  and on the f loo r  - but that gets w ashed  out; you ju s t  can ’t 
curate the work the work for the  rest o f your life. It changes, it g e ts  set, 
it gets pho tographed, and its the nature  of how objects are d ea lt  with; 
those k inds o f param eters  d isappear.
TW: So, in those pieces, you 're  very  consc ious ly  sh if t ing  the art is t 's  
concern w ith  the f in ished  p ro du c t - it's very Ducham p-l ike  in the  sense 
that you 're  not concern ing  y o u rse l f  with the f in ished  form so much as the 
conception  o f the piece..
RM: W ell,  I don't want to reduce  it to the idea of the p iece  as a 
conceptua l piece because I th ink  the physica l m an ifes ta t ion  is very 
important. But some of the p ieces . . .one  I rem em ber was made by a kind 
o f geom etr ic  p rogress ion of cu ts , and then it 's all heaped on th e  floor
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The structure goes away r ight away, and then every  time it's put it's put 
up d if fe ren t ly , so it rea lly  is inde te rm ina te  in a way. You could heap it in 
a corner, you cou ld  heap it a ga ins t  the wall, you could  lay it all out on 
the f loor - there  are all those p oss ib i l i t ies  and it is d if fe ren t each time. 
Now some o f the o the rs , say that d o n 't  invo lve  all those  ind iv idua l parts, 
they get a kind of se t image - the image de te rm ines the ob ject because 
of a photograph som ebody  took. So, some are more res is tan t to that 
image, maybe, than others, but the re  is a range and I th ink tha t was one 
of the concerns of the  fe lt p ieces, th is  varia t ion , th is  change, th is  kind of 
inde term inacy  tha t 's  possible, even  though  today it doesn 't  exist.
TW: The fe l t  p iece in the Castell i  [Leo  Caste ll i  G a lle ry  had jus t  f in ished  a 
show of Morris, Judd  and F lav in 's  w ork ] I fe lt  re fe rred  perhaps more to 
the act o f cu tt ing  than  exh ib it ing  a f ina l image...
RM: Yes. There w ere  some done  like that too. The fe lt p ieces went 
th rough a lot of w ays, or m ethods, or images, w ha tever , but yes there 
were some that you jus t  cut and it fo lds  in a certa in  way so I said alr ight. 
But I did a who le  series of those. In some cases ra ther than saying this 
th ing can fo ld in ha lf  a dozen d i f fe ren t  ways I made ha lf  a dozen 
d if fe ren t p ieces.
TW: By work ing in fe l t  in that p a r t icu la r  way you seemed to call a ttention  
to the fac t that fo rm  isn 't final and  de te rm ined  but is subject to the very 
th ings that we are sub jec t to - chance  and inde term inacy ..
RM: Right. And a no the r  th ing that happened  in the fe lt; at a certa in  point 
I invented  a tool th a t would put g rom m ets  into the fe lt  and that opened 
up another range o f  how they cou ld  be hung on the wall. Tha t changed 
them a lot. The ones  with the g rom m ets  can 't hang in ways tha t the
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others  tha t d idn 't  have  those  re in forced holes can exist. And th e n  I made 
ano the r  kind o f hang ing  bracket la ter  so tha t changed it too.
TW: Presum ab ly  before  that you had to rely on the bulk of it..
RM: Yes, jus t  on a nail somewhere , if I used a nail, or on the f loo r .
TW: And then it was sub jec t to the pressure  of the hanging m ass.
RM: Both of them are, I'm jus t saying that when you have th o s e  kinds of 
re in fo rced  holes you can get a tens ion  and a pull on the p ie ce  that was 
not poss ib le  jus t  by na il ing  it to the wall.
TW: Fried's com m ent about your work approach ing  the cond it ion  of 
thea tre  ra ises the question  of w he the r  you cons ide r th e re  is a 
pe r fo rm at ive  e lem en t in your scu lp tu re  and if so, w he the r  there  is a 
d is t inc t ion , o the r than on formal g rounds, between this and y o u r  overt ly  
pe r fo rm at ive  pieces, such as Site and W ate rm an Switch ?
RM: I don 't th ink tha t there  is that kind of conve rgence  b e tw e en  theatre  
p ieces and those p ieces, but w ha t he ca lls  thea tr ica lity , in a pe jora tive  
way about the work, is someth ing  tha t I would  p robably v a lo r iz e  I don 't 
share the notion tha t because you 're  m oving around in this p ie c e  and so 
on, th a t it doesn 't  keep its d is tance from you and all the k ind s  of th ings 
he's ta lk ing  about. I don 't  agree with that, its the wrong v a lu e  I don 't  
th ink those p ieces necessari ly  re la te  to the theatre  p ieces because in 
the thea tre  p ieces you 're  in a more p ic toria l re la t ionsh ip  to  them than 
w ith  the  ob jec ts  because  you're outs ide  o f th is th ing to ta lly ; you 're  still, 
you 're  w atch ing  In the objects you 're  in it, you're m ov ing  around, it 
doesn 't  keep its d is tance  from you so it's a lmost s t ran ge ly  enough 
reversed; the ' thea tre ' p ieces are more p ictoria l in his sense.
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TW: W hen he ta lk s  about theatre  he is pe rhaps  looking fo rw a rd  to a 
notion of thea tre  th a t  d idn 't really gain cu rrency  until people w orked  
more in 'p e r fo rm a nce ' - the idea o f be ing  conscious of o n e s e l f  in 
perform ance - ra th e r  than the theatre of th e  time when he w r i te s  that 
seems largely d iv id e d  by an a c t ive /pass ive  s ituation which is ce rta in ly  
not the re la t ionsh ip  set up by your work.
RM: Yes.
TW: W ha t re la t io n sh ip  did you have with Beuys? You o bv iou s ly  both 
worked in fe lt  and you did a p iece toge ther - C h ie f F luxus Song ?
RM: We were supp ose d  to have done a p iece  toge ther because  I met 
Beuys when I w e n t  to Düsse ldorf in '64 and  I got to know him. I never 
saw his p e r fo rm an ces  and I never really sa w  much o f his w ork  bu t he 
said he wanted  to  do th is piece, The C h ie f  , and he wanted to do  it in 
two parts o f the w o r ld  I was going to do it a t  the Judson Church and he 
was going to do i t  in Düsseldorf, on a ce r ta in  day at a certa in  t im e  He 
gave me the ins truc t ions  but I cou ldn 't  get the  space so it w a s n 't  done. 
So, un fo rtuna te ly ,  he did his, but I d idn 't  do a vers ion here. I fo u n d  him a 
very in terest ing  person . I still l ike his work a lot. I don 't  th ink th a t  w ha t I 
did in using fe l t  really had very much re la t ionsh ip  to the k ind  of 
iconography he's read ing  into his uses of it .the  mytho log ical e le m e n ts
TW. He comes a c ro ss  a lot more fo rc ib ly  as an ind iv idua l, as a pe r fo rm e r  
even in his o b je c t  work that perhaps you w o u ld  wish to or have  chosen 
to
RM I th ink a lot o f  his objects were a c tu a l ly  used in pe r fo rm ances  and 
then exh ib ited  a s  objects An enormous a m oun t f irs t appeared  in his 
perform ances, so he told me and I ju s t  take  that to be true I d o n ' t  know
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if i t  is or not, but he used these  objects as props, more or less and then 
th e y  appeared in a m useum , but I don 't know  if it 's  true or not.
T W : In Maurice Berger's  book  you ta lk  about a time when you became 
d is i l lus ioned  with ob jects  and you did a lot more per fo rm at ive  work. How 
h a s  that reso lved i tse lf - how  do you fee l about the re la t ionsh ip  between 
th e  two types of work?
RM: Now or then?
T W : From that point on.
RM: I th ink th ings con t inue  to change and there  were certa in  th ings that 
g o t  worked out in p e r fo rm ance  that I d idn 't  feel necessary  to go on with. 
T h e  same th ing happened  in objects; I ju s t  m oved into d if fe ren t th ings. 
M aybe  I wrote more ra th e r  than perfo rm ed more, it's hard to say. There 
w a s  some sense maybe o f  a d issa t is fac t ion  at t imes w ith  ob ject-making. 
M aybe  that stil l occurs. Then  there 's w rit ing, there 's  o the r th ings that I 
do .
T W : OK. Thank you.
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Appendix B Robert Wilson Interview
29 /10 /92  Alley Theatre , Houston, Texas
TW: I w an t to ask you ques t ions  mainly conce rn ing  fou r works, Deafman, 
Queen V ictoria , E inste in  and the  curren t p ro duc t ion  [D anton 's  Death]....
RW: OK
TW. Back in the six t ies when you were in New Y o rk  at the Pratt Institute, 
were  there  any part icu la r  ac t iv i t ie s  or m ove m e n ts  tha t particularly 
in f luenced  your la ter  work?
RW: Well, one o f  the b iggest in f luences  on my w o rk  was seeing the work 
of G eorge  Ba llanch ine , who w as a choreographer ,  and then later seeing 
Merce C unn ingham  and John  Cage. I th ink  read ing  Cage's book, 
S ilence, was a big in f luence  and I also liked ve ry  much the paint ings of 
C ezanne  and sti l l  do. I sti l l th ink  about it - those  pa in t ings  - and still look 
to see Merce's work, Cage and Ba llanchine. And I th ink the reason I was 
a ttrac ted  to them  and that they  still hold up is th a t  they were classical 
construc t ions , c lass ica l com pos it ions . They will a lw ays  be interesting
TW: OK, so they  w eren 't  w orks  spec if ica l ly  o f  the s ix t ies, or were 
genera ted , in C ag e ’s case s l igh t ly  before  that t im e ; there  was nothing 
say th a t was be ing crea ted  at the  time tha t you h a d  an in te res t in?
RW: W ell,  I w en t to Andy W arho l 's  studio and saw  him making a fi lm and 
he was on the f lo o r  pa in t ing  som eone who w as  behind the camera I 
d idn 't  know w ha t to make o f it - I had jus t  co m e  to New York, and I 
though t a lot about, and A ndy 's  f i lms - C h e lse a  Gir ls - were very 
important. I saw the work o f Jack  Smith, an und e rg rou n d  fi lmaker, and
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Jack w orked  with me in some of my early  plays, the firs t p lays. He was 
very important. And then of my con tem pora r ies , I saw th e  work of 
Kenneth  King, who was a dancer - w e  were fr iends and I pe r fo rm ed  in 
some o f his pieces and he was in m ine  and I liked his ve ry  eccentr ic  
style, it was very personal. And a ls o  Meredith Monk to some extent. I 
had my own aesthetic  but we w e re  working in a s im ilar schoo l and 
som eone whose work I l iked e ven  more than that was Y v o n n e  Rainer. 
She did a p iece called The Mind is a Muscle and that was p robab ly  the 
most im press ive  of the people c lo s e s t  to my generat ion.
TW: Y o u 've  been descr ibed as 'M in im a l is t ' ,  though the scale o f  some of 
your w orks  are in contras t with th e  notions of reduction o f co n te n t  and 
purity o f  form that many people w o u ld  equate  with the term. Do you th ink 
there  is a M in imalist aesthet ic  ru n n in g  through your work, or has  been at 
any po int. I was th ink ing of Y vo nn e  Rainer 's  work with Robert Morris...
RW: W ell ,  I th ink there 's  a s ide to  me that's a lways liked th ings  very 
simple, w he ther it 's a chair, o r a bu i ld ing  - th is poster here , from an 
exh ib it ion , a re trospective  in V a le n c ia  - I don ’t see that it 's  something 
that 's  con tem pora ry  - I a lways l iked  Marlene Dietrich because  she d idn 't 
move a round  a lot - jus t stood th e re  - a fte r three songs one m ovem en t of 
an arm. You never thought, 'we l l  the  lady d idn 't move her  arms', the 
m ovem en t was inside her. I l iked  Ja ck  Benny, th is Am erican  comedian, 
who ju s t  did nothing, I mean a lm o s t  noth ing, you 'd  have one ges tu re  and 
then he d idn 't make a move, a so u n d  I don 't know, it's just...
TW: I'm th ink ing perhaps more o f  th e  sense that the form o f th e  object or 
the p roduc tion  is estab lished b u t  the content is not v e r i f ia b le  - you 
cannot say what it is, but you h ave  to  acknow ledge that it is there .
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RW: Susan Sontag says in her essay Aga ins t In te rp re ta t ion  "the m ystery  
is in the surface" and  I th ink  the su rface  has to be access ib le , has to be 
simple. Theatre  has to be abou t one  th ing f irs t  and then  it can be about 
many th ings and so o ften  it 's too  com plica ted. I th ink  that 's  w ha t 's  
in teresting about W arho l,  that the  surface  is ve ry  simple. You see a 
portra it o f Marilyn M onroe  f ive  hundred  years from  now it's going to be 
still in teresting, it 's  a classic. Like C he lsea  Gir ls , w ith  Nico fo r  fo r ty - f ive  
m inutes on the screen. Its going to be, a hundred  years  from  now, still 
in teresting to see th a t woman. In ou r  subconsc ious  mind we all know 
her, we can ide n t i fy  her. She 's  a myth, she's a goddess. Marilyn 
Monroe's a goddess , w he the r  you 're  in A fr ica  or Japan  or w herever, 
somehow we know  who th is w om an is. So, I th ink if you 're  do ing  King 
Lear you 've  got to tell you rse lf  a ve ry  s imple story. It's a g rea t play 
because it's a ve ry  s imple  story, you can te ll the sto ry  in one m inute, you 
can tell the s to ry  o f Medea in one m inute. So, [W o l lone r 's??? ] a 
fo re igner  who m ee ts  a man and fa l ls  in love  and they  get m arried  and 
they have two kids and he fa l ls  in love  with a young gir l and she kil ls the 
two kids and f l ies  away. And then it can be very com plex, because  we 
stil l go back to th is  wom an M edea we can m aybe still iden t ify  w ith, 
someone who m urde red  her ch ild ren . It's a ve ry  com p lex  story, but the 
surface  is very s im p le
TW: Do you th ink  th a t s imp lic i ty  then  a llows you to fi l l  the space a more 
com plex s tructure  w ou ld  o the rw ise  take  up?
RW: Exactly. O nce  you 've  got your  head ligh t, the big th ing, then  it can 
be about a m il l ion  th ings, but it ca n ' t  be abou t a m il l ion  th ings unti l  you 
have one th ing If you don 't  know  where  you 're  going - I w as  with 
Rudolph Nureyev and M argot Fon teyn  once in London  jus t a f te r  they  had 
perform ed S leep ing  Beau ty  They had jus t  started danc ing  to ge th e r  and 
they were sensa t iona l - the g re a tes t th ing eve r  - and Fonteyn said to
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Nureyev " i f  you partner me th is way e ve r  aga in .." and he says "w h a t  do 
you mean?". She says "I 'm fo r ty -seven  years old. I'm not tw en ty - th ree  
like you are. I can't jum p for the who le  evening. I've done a fu l l- len g th  
ballet. I can jump here, there, and tha t 's  it and the f irs t  t ime I'm g o in g  to 
try to have my energy toge the r  for ten seconds. Second time I'm g o in g  to 
try to have  it fo r f i f teen, and the last is another ten. I have got to  save 
my energy to get there and you have to help me, my partner, to ge t to 
those points". Now that 's  a classica l pe rfo rm er - she knows how to  build 
her energy, she knows w here  she's going, how to get to a point a n d  get 
out of it, and you're d raw ing a line a lways in the theatre, one l ine  that 's  
a con tinuous line, and you can 't d raw  that line not unless you, I think, 
not unless you know w here  you're going. You can do King Lear as  mad 
and crazy at the beg inning, rem em ber when he says "I shall go  mad", 
you can do that to ta lly  sane and he can end up crazy at the end o r  end 
up wise at the end, you know. Or you can do it the opposite . It doesn 't  
matter; your  decis ion w ha t to do is no t so important so long as y o u  have 
an idea about where you 're  going, and then you can fo rge t it. B u t  first 
you 've go t to p lant a d irect ion, someth ing  that 's  s imple - I th in k  it's 
techn ique  - and then you can become free, but you can't b e co m e  free 
w ithout it.
TW: You work from draw ings and ske tches which favour two d im ens iona l 
m ovem ent - stage le f t-s tage  r ight - and it a lso g ives you a dep th  o f  field 
so that the  object remains a constan t size - there 's  not a sh if t ing  
pe rspective  - and this seems emphasized  by the banding th a t you 've 
used in several p roductions  where  you 've  d iv ided the s ta g e  from 
upstage to downstage W hen you use d iagonal m ovement, d o e s  this 
mark a po in t of res is tance to the im ages? Is it the point at w h ic h  the 
stage image and your o rig ina l image come into confl ic t?
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RW: Well, first, a d raw ing  is a drawing and a lthough  it can ind ica te  a 
stage space it n eve r  is a stage space, but I know w h a t  you're ta lk ing  
about. I 've worked in all d i f fe ren t kinds of spaces - I 've  worked in the 
round, I've worked ou tdoo rs ,  I've worked in t rad i t ion a l proscen ium  
theatres. I p re fer the t rad it ion a l proscen ium  thea tres  because  I like the 
two-d im ens iona li ty .  I l ike  the fac t that one side is h idden , one side is 
revealed. I like tha t f la t  two-d im ens iona l space, and that is not 
twentie th -centu ry . T w en t ie th -cen tu ry  is Robert R auschenbe rg  pa in t ing  a 
goat, putt ing it in the m idd le  of the room saying its scu lp tu re . And you 
can see it from all s ides. W ha t e lse? Pa in tings o f  all sorts. Merce 
Cunningham  - his c h o reo g rap h y  for a large part w as made fo r a space 
that was three hundred  and  sixty degrees - you can see  the dancer from 
any side I p re fe rred  Ba llanch ine , which was more n in e tee n th  century, a 
very form al way o f  p resen t ing ; the dancer out fron t and  [???] side and 
back. O f course th e re 's  no h idden side and back. I also like the 
para lle l ism  to the  edge  of the stage and the laye r in g  o f ideas and 
though ts  and th is f la t space  and o ften that is broken up or destroyed and 
the coun te rpo in t to it is the d iagonal line [???] th ree  hundred  and sixty 
degree space. [??? ] con trad ic t ion . So at the same t im e  you're dea ling  
with two d im ens iona l space  and the rea lity  [???] o f th is  f la tness and a 
h idden side. It's a lso in te res t ing  tha t in the m idd le  o f that you put 
someth ing  that is o r ien ta te d  to three hundred  and s ix ty  degrees or has a 
d iagona l line that goes th rough  it. You need the coun te rp o in ts  in o rder to 
get a tension in the  space
TW: You make the d is t inc t ion  between "sp ee d ed -u p "  time and the 
"natura l"  time th a t you employ, g iv ing  the aud ience  "t im e and space in 
which to think". This "n a tu ra l  t ime", say fo r  exam p le  in the open ing  of 
Deafman Glance , seem s to invite  the co -ex is tence  o f  the f ixed image 
and the passage o f t im e  Time doesn 't  seem s u b se rv ie n t  so much as 
a lmost being quo ted , as if you 're  crea t ing  a rep resen ta t ion  of t ime Do
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you th ink y o u r  works have  ach ieved that?  Have you w ished  to d ivorce 
time from narra t ive?
RW: Time is space, and t ime can't ex is t w ithou t space There 's  a lways a 
balance be tw e en  time and space; a certa in  tension ex is ts  between these 
two rea lit ies. Space fo r  me is a hor izon ta l line, som eth ing  that is here, 
and time is someth ing  th a t is vert ica l [ .. .] and when they  cross at the 
centre here, it 's  cosmic. And th is awareness of this cross can be more 
tense, less tense and th a t e ffects, u lt im ate ly  e ither t ime or space, 
depending  on the tens ion  between the two forces.
TW: So y o u r  work would  opera te  on the princ ip le  of d raw ing  a ttention  to 
that tens ion?
RW: Yes, and  I th ink you can say that Mozart, w ithou t doubt, works. I 
mean if yo u 're  just p lay ing  it 's one th ing, or if you're ju s t  walk ing on the 
stage, like th a t  [dem ons tra tes ] that 's  one th ing, or if I m ove  my hand like 
this , or if I m ove  it l ike th is  , that 's  the d if fe rence  - w e ig h t  of movement. 
Here the m ove m e n t is more interior, there 's  more tens ion , between this 
foot on th is  f loor, this...
TW: There  you 're  show ing  a consc iousness o f time You 're  saying that I 
am aware th a t  I'm m oving  in t ime and I'm m an ipu la ting it...
RW: I d o n 't  th ink it's a ......yes, it's consc iousness o f  it, but its not
someth ing  in te l lec tua l.  It 's someth ing  tha t 's  fe lt, ra ther than  understood.
TW: T he re  seems a d is junc t ion  in Deafman Glance between the time 
needed to p lay out the scene - the narra t ive  durat ion  - and the time 
which you ac tua l ly  take to stage that.
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RW: Right. Exactly .
TW: Coming to the idea of a painterly  aes the t ic  in you r  work. A lthough 
people  try and draw the arts toge ther  in a genera l  a es th e t ic  theory, the 
Modern art idea  o f each art d isc ip line  be ing  au tonom ous , of drawing 
a ttent ion  to the charac te r is t ics  inherent in i tse lf  - the Abstrac t 
Express ion is ts  d raw ing  a ttent ion  to the canvas  - leads M ichael Fried to 
ta lk about the  " thea tre "  of Robert Morris' scu lp tu res  - they  don 't have a 
"p resentness  and ins tan taneousness" that he sees as charac te r is t ic  of 
all paint ing. C onve rse ly  your work seems to be dem ons tra t ing  this 
"p resentness  and instan taneousness", an idea o f  the  continuous 
present..
RW: I th ink so.
TW: Do you f ind  tha t you ’re consc ious ly  add ress ing  m ore  than one mode 
o f rep resen ta t ion?  Do you find  that you 're  sh if t ing  from  theatre  to 
paint ing, or l i te ra tu re?  Do you engage in sh if t ing  the  va lues  by which 
people  regard the work?
RW: Well, I th ink  it 's very d if f icu l t  to hear and see s im u ltaneous ly . I th ink 
we e ither do one or the o ther and fo r the m os t part th e y  say people  are 
v isua l ly  more aware  than audib ly, and it 's ve ry  s trange  that in our 
thea tre  the re 's  mostly  talk about us being s im p ly  aud ia l - the text: I mean 
in our W es te rn  theatre , European and North A m erican  thea tre  I 've jus t  
come from Japan  w here  we see the orienta l thea tre , at Chris tm as I was 
in Bali. I met a gir l who was th irteen  years old. She said she had over 
three hundred  separa te  def ined  ways of m ov ing  her eyes  - she had been 
tra ined as a ch ild  These people  built a thea tr ica l  lan gu ag e  in terms o f a 
v isua l book tha t 's  studied, that 's  learnt If you see a Noh actor, he 
learns, aged three, how to move a hand and you ca n ' t  expec t to really
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accom p lish  it e v e r  in your l i fet ime. M aybe w hen  you 're  s ix ty- f ive  or 
s e ve n ty - f ive  you  know someth ing  more abo u t it than you did when you 
w ere  three, b u t  you 're  not expected  to fu l ly  unders tand  it 't ill you're 
o lder. It's ju s t  a com p le te ly  d if fe ren t way o f  th ink ing  about it. And I th ink 
as I ge t o lder, th a t hopefu l ly  the audial and v isua l books - the  language, 
the vo cab u la ry  - are expand ing , are chang ing . In the beg inn ing  I was 
m ore conce rned  with the visual, but it w asn 't  tha t I was no t concerned 
w ith  the aud ia l.  The French ca lled them [the  ear ly  works] 's i len t operas', 
and they w ere  rea lly  s tructured  silences. I th ink  you have  to start with 
zero . John C ag e  said ' the re 's  no such th ing  as s ilence, there 's  a lways 
sound ',  so if you  start with jus t  the sound of tha t air cond it ion ing , the 
sound  in the a ir, the sound of your pen in you r  f inger, your  heartbeat, 
and if you then  start to speak, or you s ta r t  to p lay the p iano, or if you 
s ta r t  to s ing, it's only a con tinua tion  o f th is  th ing tha t 's  a lready 
es tab l ished . T ha t 's  w ha t keeps the con t inuous  line. Then if we th ink that 
the re 's  no such  th ing as no m ovem ent, th a t I'm a lways moving. 
S om etim es  w h e n  we 're  very  sti l l we 're  m ore  aware  of m ovem ent, so that 
w hen  I start to  m ove my f inge r  it only co n t inues  what's  a lready  there. But 
if I 'm not aw are  of th is  m ovem ent that 's  a lready  w ith in  me to begin with, 
or th is  sound tha t 's  a lready w ith in  me - my hea rtbea t - then  the line 's 
b roken , beca use  then you have to beg in  som eth ing . You don 't  have  to 
beg in  any th ing  - it's a lready there. Socra tes  says a baby is born knowing 
e ve ry th ing , i t 's  ju s t  the  uncover ing  of it a lw ays one, one line
TW : Yes. I w as  th ink ing  of the way that you use tex t in Q ueen  V ic tor ia  - 
it sh if ts  from  being noise, to d ia logue, to  an ob ject a lm os t when you 
rep ea t  it - it becom es a block, a motif, th a t  com es back again.
RW: Well, th e  f irs t  tex ts  were more like [???]. Some o f my ear l ie r  texts 
w ere  n onsense , words o f nonsense  T hey  w ords  like the weather, like 
a tm osphe re , and  you had to speak them - it w as very  d i f f icu l t  to do - you
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had to speak them  w ith  a certa in  transpa rency , because when people 
h ea r  the text they im m edia te ly  try to have m ean ing , to attach meaning to 
it. So you want to say "there 's  no meaning here, th is is nonsense what 
I'm saying". There  is ano the r  in te ll igence, a no the r  sense about it but it is 
no t in te llec tua l, it doesn 't  tell a story.
TW : And also the re 's  a sense o f "no meaning", th a t
[R W  called to the  stage - in te rv iew  halted]
TW : Stefan Brecht ta lks  about Deafm an G lance being both imagery and 
per fo rm ance  but perfo rm ers  crea ting  im ages, ie perfo rm ance  only 
supp lem en ta l ly  - a lm ost as if by accident. T hey  need to create the 
im ages  and the re fo re  they  are perfo rm ing  in o rd e r  to do that...
RW: I don 't agree  w ith  that.
TW : OK. I was go ing  to ask you w he the r  you th in k  it's poss ib le  in making 
the  perfo rm ance  "m echan ica l"  tha t you subm erge  the perform ative , and 
i f  so what rem ains?
RW: Not at all. No It's r id iculous. It's a lways per fo rm ing  It's not in this 
B roadway, na tu ra l is t ic  style - l ike you have in England with all that 
natu ra l ism . It 's ju s t  ano the r  way o f perform ing.
TW : So you d on 't  th ink  at any point, when you  talk about becoming 
m echan ica l - so you have  the freedom  to eng ag e  - you don ’t th ink that 
den ies  perfo rm ance, it jus t  changes the way..
RW: Not at all. [ .. .]
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TW: But does it rem ove a sense  o f se l f -consc iousness?
RW: Se lf-consc iousness  is a lways there. If you 're  perform ing  you 're  
a lw ays aware you 're  pe r fo rm ing . T h a t ’s why na tu ra l ism  is a lie, because 
you th ink 'I act natura l ' w h e n  it's not. It's more natura l to say it's a rt i f ic ia l 
and then you perform , beca use  then it 's not a lie, then it's more of the 
tru th . The lie is that you  th ink you 're  ac t ing  natura l; you 're  not, it 's  
som eth ing  art if ic ia l. The w a y  you w a lk  on the  stage is not the way you 
w a lk  on the street, even i f  you try to walk on th e  stage the way you walk  
on the s treet you don 't  because  you 're  on the  stage; it 's som eth ing  
a rt i f ic ia l.  So it 's better to be honest, I th ink, and  say th is is som eth ing  
a rt i f ic ia l,  than to try and say it is som eth ing  natura l,  and then it' ll look 
m ore  natural.
TW : Your work doesn 't  engage  w ith  the n o t io n  of, say, Happenings, 
w he re  they try and b r idge  th a t gap, where  th e y  may p resent som eth ing  
in sem i- fo rm a l te rm s and say  that th is  isn 't a r t i f ic ia l. .
RW: Can you say that a ga in ?
TW : Your work steers c le a r  of try ing  to b r idg e  a gap between the 
a r t i f ic ia l and the u nm ed ia ted  here and now. Y o u  don 't try and reso lve  the  
d is t inc t ion  between the two.
RW: I'm not sure I und e rs ta nd  what you 're  say ing . To me it's all a rt i f ic ia l. 
The  more m echan ica l it is th e  free r  it is.
TW : So, accep ting  that th e  frame is there, yo u  cannot try and d is rup t it 
f rom  w ith in  tha t fram e? If you 're  w ork ing  w ith in  a fram e you cannot then 
say it's not there
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RW: No. It's there.
TW: OK. Structura lly , in E ins te in  on the Beach , it seems a th ree  part 
s truc tu re , but underl in ing it is a ve ry  rigid fo u r -pa rt  s tructure. Som eth ing  
I fe lt  in looking at the work w as the  notion o f th ree d im ensions. In the 
init ia l scene you have the he igh t o f the tower, the w idth  of the train 
co m ing  across and you have dep th  prov ided by Lucinda Childs pacing 
the d iagona l.  It seems, coup led  w ith  Phill ip  G lass ' music, which in that 
sec t ion  is a four aga inst th ree  rhythm, to tie in with ideas in your  own 
work .. .
RW: A lso  you have three them es  that reoccur three t imes and it takes 
fou r pa r ts  to do it. Which are all the poss ib i l i t ies  you can have w ith  those 
th ree  them es, the way they can be put toge ther. There is no other..
TW: Yes. It seems to tie in w ith  the p ro tagon is t  as well. Is tha t a 
co nsc iou s  dec is ion  - the idea o f Einstein reach ing  toward a fourth  
d im en s ion ?  W as that som eth ing  tha t was consc ious ly ..
RW: No, it was not consc ious , but Ezra Pound said that "the fourth  
d im ens ion  is s t i l lness and the pow er  o ve r  the w ild  beast".
TW: H ave  you a ltered E inste in  fo r  the curren t p roduc t ion?
RW: No Minor ad justm ents  It 's bas ica l ly  the same TW: You're work ing 
now w ith  o ther people 's  texts; more so than be fo re  Is this a de l ibe ra te  
move away from your own w ork?  Does it con f ine  or redefine  your 
w o rk ing  method?
RW: W e ll ,  if one d irects a p lay o f Heiner Muller, one makes d if fe ren t 
ch o ices  than if one is w ork ing  w ith  a text or w ith  the music o f Phill ip
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G lass, or the m usic o f David  Byrne. The work is d if fe ren t.  And I th ink  
tha t 's  w hat 's  exc it ing  - work ing  with many d if fe ren t people. I 've worked 
w ith  Laurie  Ande rson , David  Byrne, Louis A n d re isse n  from  Holland, 
G iacom o Manzoni from  Ita ly, from your coun try  G av in  Bryars, Tom 
W aits , Phill ip  G lass. I 've worked with many d i f fe re n t  com posers, 
d i f fe ren t  styles, d i f fe ren t  aes the t ics  and the works o f  con tem pora ry  
a r t is ts  - and I th ink  tha t 's  w ha t 's  exc it ing  fo r  me, ch an g ing  who you work 
w ith . D if fe ren t persona l i t ies ;  its a co llabora t ion , so I [.. ] w ha t I do, I ju s t  
do.
TW: W ha t cr iter ia  do you app ly  in choos ing  your te x ts?
RW: W e l l .....  w ha t shou ld  set personali ty ,  w ha t is the  coun te rpo in t  to
tha t personali ty .  You know, doing Danton 's  Death , a fam ous  German 
C lass ica l p lay in Houston, Texas; I did G ertrude S te in 's  Doctor Faustus 
L ights  the L ight , an Am erican  au thor  with an A m erican  d irec to r  in East 
Berlin , and I th ink  th a t  p robab ly  is w ha t thea tre  does; it's a form  where  
d i f fe ren t  aes the t ics  and vo ices  can be heard and w ha t 's  in terest ing  is 
th a t d if fe ren t cu ltu res  and aesthe t ics  are in troduced  to one ano the r  and 
it b r ings  people  toge ther .  It means tha t there  are ope ra  s ingers tak ing  
in f luences  from  A fr ican  cu lture , or from Eastern cu ltu re , or w ha tever. So 
tha t 's  also part o f the  dec is ion  you make sometim es; w ha t com p lim en ts  
an a u tho r  or work and is a lso  poss ib le  as a coun te rpo in t .  W hen  I was 
m ak ing  the C IVIL  w arS  it was fu ll of those  kind o f  con trad ic t ions , the 
m ix ing  up of cu ltu res  - w ork ing  w ith  the Japanese  ch o reog rapher  w ith  
Am ericans, w ork ing  w ith  H ideo Kanze, who 's  the o ld e s t  m em ber of the 
Kanze  family. The Kanze fam ily 's  the o ldes t fam ily  te ach ing  the Noh - it's 
f ive  hundred  years  old. He was p lay ing Robert E. Lee He did the death  
of Robert E Lee like a samura i; it was a m ixing of all these  th ings
TW: So it 's the re la t ionsh ips  as much as the texts  th em se lve s?
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RW: Yes.
TW: D an ton 's  Death seems to h igh l igh t the l im ita tions o f a narra t ive  in 
open ing  up a space for in te rven t ion . It h igh ligh ts  the  c losure  of 
narra tive ; it cannot exceed  or com m ent on the issues it addresses 
because it is bound by its rep resen ta t iona l s tructure  to the very 
cond it ions  that created it. W e  c a nn o t  know it o the r than the w ay in which 
rep resen ta t ion  will show it to us. It seems that m any t im es you 
acknow ledge  that’ - the f igure  w ith  the gagged mouth, fo r  exam p le  and 
the d iscuss ion  with Tom Paine in prison that is a lmost quo t ing  eternal 
va lues. Do you find  tha t you w a n t  to say someth ing  abo u t  the events  
that occur - what ac tua l ly  h a p pe ns  - or do wish to d raw a tten t ion  to its 
sta tus as an event?
RW: I th ink  the latter.
TW: Do you  th ink the text, in be ing  very  d is tanced - it's a lm os t a Greek 
tex t  in th a t  nothing happens on s tage  - a llows you to...
[end o f s ide  of tape: the re m a in de r  of the question  is app rox im a te ly  
"a llows you  g reater oppo r tun ity  to c reate  a v isua l score?". W hen  the 
tape beg ins  again W ilson  is part w ay  th rough answering  th is  quest ion ]
RW: respec t you have to pay the  author and the text. You have to 
a lways be humble in f ron t o f a master. There 's  a danger o f be ing  a slave 
to him, b u t  you have to be hum b le  I th ink in th is case  it 's a very 
powerfu l tex t,  a very  pow erfu l p lay  and it wou ld  be silly to put a lot of 
deco ra t ion  on it. It's awfu l w hen  they 've  done that, like Les Mis [ Les 
M iserab les ] or som eth ing  And  it can be done that way - it can be done 
in any w ay , but I th ink it 's ve ry  pure  - these big b locks [as seen in the 
f ina l e xecu t ion  scenes] are l ike  Donald Judd 's  scu lp tu res , mass ive
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blocks. It looks s i l ly  if you paint deco ra t ion  on it. So, the set fo r  me is 
very a rch itec tu ra l - the b lack  and w h ite  cu rta ins  that open  and c lose  the 
space, the many va r ia t io n s  where  the space is d e e p e r  or sha l low er or 
h igher or lower o r  som eth ing  qu ie te r  or darker. It's ve ry  formal, but i t ’ s 
ju s t  a changing  o f  space. I cou ldn 't  im ag ine . . . i t 's  an a rch itec tu ra l  space, 
m enta lly  and v isua l ly ,  so in tha t w ay it does para l le l the  text.
TW: I part icu la r ly  l iked the  way in which  there  were a lot of head spots 
and the con tinua l re fe ren ce  to the gu i l lo t ine  w ith  the sha fts  o f light. W as 
tha t someth ing  th a t  came out of the d raw ings  at an ea r ly  s tage?
RW: Yes.
TW: You seem to have  g iven  a lot o f a tten t ion  to ges tu re  and vo ice  - 
h igh l igh t ing  them  - but it doesn 't  seem to sugges t psycho log ica l  dep ths 
in the characte r. . .
RW: No. I'm not in te res te d  in that.
TW: It suggested  ins tead  that som eth ing  is try ing to  be com m un ica ted  
tha t doesn 't  res ide  in the  text, nor does it res ide  w ith in  the p er fo rm er but 
is what you m igh t call s tu f f  from  e lsew here  that you 're  try ing to put in 
tha t doesn 't  have  a vo ice  in the te x t  as such.
RW: I'm p resen t ing  the te x t  w ith  a certa in  d is tance  which a llows for 
in te r io r  re f lec t ion  and e x te r io r  re f lec t ion . W e hea r  and we see with 
in te r io r  and e x te r io r  a ud io -v isua l screens The p rob lem  I have w ith  most 
thea tre  is that it is too  o pp ress ive  and tha t it 's dem and ing  too much 
ex te r io r  a tten t ion , be it aud ia l or v isua l So, if you b link  your eyes like 
you jus t did, w ha t did you see fo r  tha t b rie f second?  You don 't know  But 
perhaps fo r a second  you dream, a n eg a t ive  im age?  The re 's  th is in ter io r
page 293
re f lec t ion  and we hear and see ex te r io r ly  and in ter io r ly  all the time. You 
see it on the  subway in New York when you  push out all the noise. It can 
be e xc ruc ia t ing ly  loud and people d o n ' t  hear it. They 're  in a no the r  
mental s tate. Or there  can be a m urder r ight up on us and we ju s t  don 't  
see it - w e 're  in ter io r ly  closed. So in th is  theatre, if you 're  m a in ta in ing  
th is ba lance  between time and space w ith  this tens ion  and th is  cross, 
there 's  a ce rta in  sort of place that one can find where one is l is ten ing  
ins ide and outs ide, where one is both b l ind  and deaf. And if you do that, 
then one can be free to hear the text, b u t  one can allow m enta l space 
fo r  in te r io r  re f lec t ion  which can be o th e r  th ings too. And it 's the  same 
th ing with see ing  - you can see wha t 's  on stage but you can a lso  see 
interio r ly . So there 's  a balance be tw een  in ter io r and ex te r io r ,  an 
awareness, and that has to do with th is  space-t im e construc t ion . If you 
have a s i len t movie and you watch a s i len t movie, the edges  o f  the 
aud ia l f ram e are boundless, because you  can imagine it. Let's say you 're  
l is ten ing  to a radio drama, the edges o f  the  v isua l screen are b ound less  
in the sense that you 're  free to im ag ine  the p ictures. The p rob lem  with 
most thea tre  is that the audial and v is u a l  screens are bound  by the 
fram es so th a t what you're seeing is u sua lly  seconding  w ha t you hear, 
so then the fram es become l imited B u t if you put toge ther  som eth ing  
like a rad io  drama with a s ilent movie, w h e re  the edges of the aud ia l and 
v isua l screens are boundless, then th e re 's  ano the r  mental space  fo r 
hearing  and seeing, [conversa t ion  ha lted fo r  ano the r  rehearsa l]
TW: Going back  to Danton 's Death , it seem ed  to have a t igh te r,  d irec ted  
staging than some o f your o ther w orks. Some o f your com m ents  last 
n ight [wh ile  g iv ing  notes a fte r a p re v ie w  perform ance] conce rn ing  the 
charac te r  at the in terva l coming o f fs tage  so that the aud ience  d id n ' t  fee l 
that they w ere  m issing something if th e y  left at the in terva l It seem ed 
that you w ere  perhaps try ing to make dec is ions  fo r  the aud ience  th a t  in 
ear l ie r w orks  the aud ience had to de te rm ine  fo r  them se lves  A lso , the
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charac te r entering  on the  ba lcony [whom W ilson  w an ted  to enter more 
swift ly  so as not to c lash w ith  the action on the stage be low ]. ..
RW: Well, it re la tes to a pa r t icu la r  work. I th ink it 's v e ry  c lea r that th is is 
a pause now and that the  p iece  is not continu ing , its in two parts, fo u r  
acts, two in the f irs t part, and you w an t to make that ve ry  clear..
TW: But where the p iece ca lled  for it you would..
RW: There are some p ieces where  you want, m aybe, a fee l ing  tha t it 's  
still going on. I th ink  here th is  is a pause.
TW: Right
RW: The p iece is not over, it 's  a pause.
TW: In the same vein, you ta lk  about gett ing  "edges" in the work, hav ing  
what seem to be sharp de l inea t ions  between one e le m e n t and ano the r  
Is that again re lated to the  w ork  - in the ear l ie r w ork  there  is a sense o f 
e lem ents  merging, hav ing  less def ined  edges a lot o f  the  time, or is tha t 
making .
RW: I don 't  th ink so. You see it in the ear l ie r work, you  see it in Freud , 
there  were layers and zones  of d if fe ren t t imes, d i f fe re n t  speeds, 
d if fe ren t rea lit ies So the re  was a lways a concern  abou t is this rea lity  
d if fe ren t from tha t rea li ty?  Is th is  speed d if fe ren t from  tha t speed?  There  
were strat if ied  zones in v i r tua l  space that were laye red  to ge th e r  and one 
could  see th rough these  transpa renc ies .  So, I don 't  th ink  it 's lost.
TW: Are there  any ch a rac te r is t ics  you th ink  that d o n 't  fo l low  th rough  
from your ear l ie r  work, th a t m aybe you have left beh ind  you?
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RW: I th ink  you leave  th ings beh ind and you bring them back and you 
red iscove r them  and you find  o the r  th ings . It's like a tree that grows and 
gets o lder and more weathered , but has d if fe ren t seasons there 's th is 
continuum, th a t it 's one body o f work, bu t not jus t  a sing le work, not 
separate.
TW: Do you th ink people  try to fix you sty l is t ically , as having certa in  
charac te r is t ics  w ith in  you work, and do you  fee l the need to push aga ins t 
that, or is it not som eth ing  tha t conce rns  you?
RW: Oh, no t so much. I th ink  one l is tens  to one 's inner rhythm w ith in  
oneself, and tha t 's  what you 're  d ic ta t ing . Martha Graham said she 
charted the graph o f  her heart, and I th ink  that 's  more important than 
w ha t peop le  say abou t you. A lso you have  to trust yourself.  Martha 
Graham said "the body doesn 't  lie" and I th ink u lt imate ly  you have jus t  
yourse lf  to rely on. Yes, you ask o the r  peop le  or you have your f r iends  
tell you, you 're  in f luenced  by the th ing s  people say but u lt imate ly  you 
have w ha t 's  in here  [gestures to h im se lf ] .  I rely on some inner s trength  
or know ledge  tha t 's  not som eth ing  rational. Som etim es when I'm 
drawing: shou ld  I do  th is or shou ld  I do  tha t - I jus t  shut my eyes and 
then som eth ing  ju s t  says 'do that ',  and I go  with it.
TW: OK. Thank  you.
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